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(Under the direction of Kathleen Brown) 
 
Positive interpersonal relationships between principals and students are rarely discussed 
in scholarship (Cranston, 2012). And while the classroom teacher has the most significant effect 
on students, the principal is believed to have the second most significant effect (Leithwood, 
Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004). However, the majority of the research concerning 
principal effects appears to discuss the various mechanisms and mediating factors through which 
the effects are manifest. Motivated in part by the researcher’s own experience with direct 
principal-student interactions, along with a desire to begin to fill the gap in the literature, this 
study sought to explore and describe meaningful principal-student relationships in hopes that 
deeper or new understandings of the phenomenon might arise. 
 Interviews with four principals and three of their former students, along with 
observations of each principal provided the dataset for the study. A narrative inquiry approach 
was used to analyze the data and report the findings in the form of a narrative. The narrative 
centered on a day in the life of a fictional principal, who was based on the four principal 
participants.  
 The findings revealed that the principal-student relationship is indeed a significant 
phenomenon, containing many similar features of the teacher-student relationship, and having a 
profound impact on principals and students. Principals not only enjoy making friendly, caring, or 





their jobs more effectively by gaining deeper understandings of individuals and the school 
community. The size of the student body along with the numerous demands of the job tend to 
complicate principals’ efforts to build connections and meaningful relationships with students, 
but principals make concerted efforts to use the time that they have as efficiently as possible. 
Students who choose to build a relationship with their principal also report positive effects from 
the relationship. Given the lack of attention to the phenomenon in the literature, a framework for 
viewing the principal-student relationship is proposed. Implications, limitations, and suggestions 














 This work would not have been possible without the guidance and support of many. First, 
I would like to express my sincerest thanks to Dr. Kathleen Brown, my advisor, who was 
instrumental in helping me get to this point. Dr. Brown pushed me to meet deadlines and think 
deeply, and she provided great feedback and constant encouragement. She responded so quickly 
to any question I sent, no matter the time of day or night, or day of the week. I would also like to 
thank my committee members, Dr. Brian Gibbs, Dr. Martinette Horner, Dr. Eric Houck, and Dr. 
Christopher Scott. All of whom shared their expertise and critiqued various aspects of this work 
in ways that only made the final product stronger.  
 It is also important to thank a handful of additional faculty members who significantly 
influenced my journey over the past few years of doctoral work. Thank you to Dr. Linda Stone, 
who guided me through important transitions and helped me focus my gaze on the topics that 
were most important to me. Thank you to Dr. Fenwick English, who encouraged me to continue 
my pursuit of artful leadership. And thank you to Dr. Madeleine Grumet, my advisor when I 
entered this program, who pushed me to look much more deeply within my own experience, 
guided me towards a better understanding of the aesthetic dimension in education and its 
righteous place in scholarship, and helped me find my scholarly voice.  
 Lastly, I would like to thank my family, without whom none of this would have been 
possible. Thank you to my in-laws, who used their intimate knowledge of educational research 
and the academy to validate and reassure me during the inevitable “bumps-in-the-road.” Thank 





in me. But most of all, I thank my loving, supportive, and patient wife, Ari, for giving me the 
space and time to pursue this endeavor. The extra hours you spent beyond your full-time job—in 
the evenings and on the weekends—looking after our young son so that I could read and write do 
not go unnoticed or unappreciated. Your love and support were and are unwavering, and I am 










TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
Page 
LIST OF TABLES AND FIGURES.............................................................................................. xi 
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................... 1 
Background and Statement of the Problem ................................................................................ 1 
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions ........................................................................... 3 
Significance of the Study ........................................................................................................... 4 
Limitations ................................................................................................................................. 4 
Organization of the Study .......................................................................................................... 4 
CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW ........................................................................................ 6 
Introduction ................................................................................................................................ 6 
Interpersonal Relationships ........................................................................................................ 8 
Relationships in General ........................................................................................................8 
School Relationships ............................................................................................................11 
The Teacher-Student Relationship ........................................................................................... 12 
Origins of the TSR ...............................................................................................................13 
Characteristics and Significance of Positive TSRs ..............................................................14 
The caring perspective. ................................................................................................... 15 
Characteristics, components, and facilitation of TSRs. .................................................. 16 
Significance of TSRs. ..................................................................................................... 18 
Challenges to the TSR. ................................................................................................... 20 





The School Environment: Understandings of Climate, Culture, and Community ...............21 
The Significance of the School Environment.......................................................................23 
Relationships in the School Environment ............................................................................26 
The Principal and the Principalship ......................................................................................... 28 
The History of the Principalship ..........................................................................................29 
The principalship in the 19th century. ............................................................................ 29 
The principalship in the early 20th century. ................................................................... 31 
The principalship in the mid-20th century. .................................................................... 32 
The principalship in the late 20th century. ..................................................................... 33 
The principalship in the early 21st century. ................................................................... 35 
The Experience and Impact of the Principal ........................................................................36 
The principal’s impact on the school environment. ....................................................... 38 
The Principal-Student Relationship .....................................................................................39 
The student in the history of the principalship. .............................................................. 40 
Contemporary conceptions of the PSR. .......................................................................... 41 
Towards Conceptual and Theoretical Frameworks for the PSR .............................................. 45 
A Conceptual Model for the PSR .........................................................................................45 
Theoretical Considerations ...................................................................................................47 
Relationship theories. ..................................................................................................... 47 
Leadership theories. ........................................................................................................ 48 
Relational leadership theory. .......................................................................................... 49 
Summary .................................................................................................................................. 51 
CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY ................................................................................................ 52 
Aim of the Study ...................................................................................................................... 52 





Participants and Settings .......................................................................................................... 55 
Data Collection and Procedures ............................................................................................... 57 
Data Analysis ........................................................................................................................... 59 
Ethical Considerations ............................................................................................................. 61 
Trustworthiness ........................................................................................................................ 61 
Member Checking ................................................................................................................62 
Participant Truth ...................................................................................................................62 
Verisimilitude .......................................................................................................................62 
Utility ...................................................................................................................................63 
Positionality ............................................................................................................................. 63 
Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 67 
CHAPTER 4: DJ’s STORY .......................................................................................................... 68 
Principals’ Biographies ............................................................................................................ 68 
Connor’s Story .....................................................................................................................68 
Kevin’s Story ........................................................................................................................69 
Deborah’s Story ....................................................................................................................71 
Paul’s Story ..........................................................................................................................73 
A Day in the Life of Dr. Daniel Jones ..................................................................................... 75 
The Calm Before the Storm: 6:30-7:00 ................................................................................75 
Gearing Up for the Marathon: 7:00-8:00 .............................................................................82 
Let the Games Begin! 8:00-8:30 ..........................................................................................86 
Settling into the Day: 8:30-9:45 ...........................................................................................88 
A Chance Encounter…A Budding Relationship: 9:45-10:10 ..............................................93 
In a Groove: 10:10-11:15 ...................................................................................................102 





Lunchtime, Part II: 12:05-1:10 ...........................................................................................112 
Martin. .......................................................................................................................... 113 
Taking a Breather…Sort of…: 1:10-2:20 ..........................................................................120 
Wrapping up the Day: 2:20-5:00 ........................................................................................124 
CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION ...................................................................................................... 136 
Major Findings ....................................................................................................................... 136 
The Kids are What Save this Job........................................................................................136 
No Empty Spaces ...............................................................................................................138 
At Least a Thousand Interactions a Day ............................................................................138 
Holy Cow! My Principal Knows Me! ................................................................................139 
Tracking Endless Details ....................................................................................................140 
I’m a People Person: Background and Characteristics ......................................................141 
Authority and Friendliness: A Balancing Act ....................................................................141 
They Help Me Do My Job: Meaning and Purpose .............................................................142 
Challenges and Complications ...........................................................................................144 
Advancing a Framework for the Principal-Student Relationship .......................................... 145 
Limitations or Reflections on Process.................................................................................... 152 
Implications and Directions for Future Research................................................................... 155 
Implications for Principals .................................................................................................156 
Directions for Future Research...........................................................................................157 
Conclusions ............................................................................................................................ 158 
APPENDIX 1: PRINCIPAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL .......................................................... 162 
APPENDIX 2: STUDENT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL ............................................................ 164 






LIST OF TABLES AND FIGURES 
 
 
Table/Figure                          Page 
 
2.1.   Types of Relationships Based on Degree of Closeness (Personal/Social)  
and Selectivity (Voluntary/Involuntary)..…………………………….…………………..…9 
 
2.2.   Relationship Stages (adapted from Knapp and Vangelisti, 2011, p. 153)…….……………10 
2.3.   A Synthesis of Findings/Conditions Influencing Healthy Adult-Student  
Relationships in Schools…………………………………………………….………..……46 
 
2.4.   Dominant Theoretical Perspectives Used to Explore the TSR……………………………..48 
3.1.   List of A Priori Codes Devised from the Literature Review………………….…………….60 
4.1.   A Visual Representation of DJ’s Day…………………………….……..….………..……135 
5.1.   Summary of the Categories and Dimensions of the PSR……….………..…………….…147 
5.2.   PSR Consideration: Principal Characteristics…………………………....………………..148 
5.3.   PSR Consideration: Buidling the PSR…………….………….………….………………..149 
5.4.   PSR Consideration: Meaning and Purpose….….…………….………….………………..150 















CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Background and Statement of the Problem 
Principals supervise teachers and review lesson plans. They monitor test scores to look 
for patterns and anomalies. They evaluate and implement programming, curricula, and new 
initiatives. They run countless meetings to discuss student discipline, field trips, and 
Individualized Education Programs. Principals create policies and procedures concerning 
grading, attendance, and homework. They troubleshoot carpool inefficiencies, run interference 
between parents and teachers, coordinate assemblies, and monitor the security of the campus.  
These duties, among many others, occupied much of my time when I was a middle 
school principal. And even though students were rarely present when these duties would be 
performed, students were always the ultimate beneficiaries. As a principal, it was the direct and 
substantive interactions with students, however, that gave these tasks meaning and provided me 
with a richness of data that I believed I could use to better lead our school.    
In casual conversations with colleagues over the years, I was never led to believe that my 
prioritization of relationships with students was atypical. Quite the opposite. I knew of other 
principals who valued their connections to their students. Parents and teachers would often make 
comments that voiced support for my interactions with students. Not once did anyone ever ask 
me if my time spent interacting with students would be better spent in staff meetings or 
responding to emails.  
As I moved from the administrator’s life into the life of a doctoral student, I was 





Standards, accountability, and measures of student success (whatever that means) seemed to 
dominate many academic conversations. The scholarly work on school leadership over the past 
several decades, according to Louis, Murphy, and Smylie (2016), “focused on creating academic 
press, including raising course rigor, implementing higher standards, monitoring and evaluating 
teaching, student testing, and ending social promotion” (p. 311). Where was the conversation 
about the principal-student relationship? For me, that relationship was a critical element that I 
strongly believed contributed to my effectiveness as a principal. I considered it to be a non-
negotiable aspect of my job. Why was it so elusive in the scholarship? Was my experience that 
unique? 
The short answer was no—the principal-student relationship does exist in meaningful 
ways far beyond my own experience. Hawkes (2010) detailed a meaningful principal-student 
relationship, as did Cranston (2012), who also took the opportunity in the same publication to 
note the absence of research concerning “the ‘lived experience’ of direct principal-student 
relationships” (p. 41). A small amount of additional literature detailed in Chapter Two reveals 
some of the direct interactions between principals and students and begins to provide some 
insight into the possibilities that might arise from such relationships. But the fact remains that 
there is a dearth of scholarship centering on the phenomenon.  
While issues of academic press to which Louis et al. (2016) refer have dominated the 
scholarship on school leadership, Crosnoe (2011) notes that concentrating mostly on academic 
press to improve student outcomes is not enough and possibly even detrimental. Leithwood, 
Patten, and Jantzi (2010) said that while improving instruction is important, it is not the only way 
to influence student achievement. Louis et al. (2016) stress the importance of combining and 





many needs of students, and also note that issues of support have received little attention when 
compared with issues of academic press. The interpersonal relationships in schools are critical 
factors that determine the effectiveness of academic press and support, and the teaching and 
learning that takes place (Louis et al., 2016). Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Luuescu, and Easton 
(2010) believed that relationships are the “glue” that supports school improvement efforts, and 
Fullan (2001) noted that leadership “can’t get anywhere without [relationships]” (p. 51). 
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 
 The primary purpose of this study is to contribute to the limited body of research 
concerned with the principal-student relationship. This study sought to explore and describe 
meaningful principal-student relationships in hopes that deeper or new understandings of the 
phenomenon would arise. More specifically, I was interested in learning more about how the 
principal-student relationship exists within the lived experiences of the principal and the student 
and the meanings and significance that each construct related to the phenomenon. As such, this 
research was guided by the following questions: (a) What does the principal-student relationship 
mean to a principal and his/her students? (b) How does a principal describe the interactions 
he/she has with his/her students, and vice-versa? (c) What purpose(s) do(es) the PSR serve to the 
principal/students/school? (d) What factors help or hinder the PSR? 
To begin to answer these questions, a narrative inquiry approach was used for this study, 
as its aim is to understand and make meaning of lived experience (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 
Through a narrative that I, the researcher, constructed from the stories of the participants, the 
subjective and nuanced aspects of human life were captured and revealed (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000; Montero & Washington, 2011). In the course of interviewing and observing 





A deeper meaning and significance regarding the principal-student relationship was revealed 
through this study, and thus, might begin to fill the gap in the literature on the phenomenon.  
Significance of the Study 
My own experience with and understanding of the principal-student relationship made 
me consider it an essential component of my work. What we know about the significance and 
importance of effective leadership and positive relationships in schools, along with the little we 
know about the principal-student relationship in particular (all of which is detailed in Chapter 
Two), indicates that the principal-student relationship may be a noteworthy phenomenon that 
deserves a more prominent position in scholarship. This study hoped to illuminate the potential 
in the principal-student relationship and provide scholars and practitioners with more 
information on which to base ongoing efforts to improve the field.  
Limitations 
 While a more thorough presentation of the study’s limitations is presented in Chapter 
Five, the study was bounded primarily by its small size and methodological approach. As the aim 
of narrative inquiry (presented in more detail in Chapter Three) is to make meaning of an 
experience or phenomenon, generalizability is not achieved.  Furthermore, due to ethical 
considerations and the limits placed on this study by the university’s Institutional Review Board, 
interviews with principals’ current students were not possible (former students were engaged to 
obtain a student perspective). Additional limitations and rationales for decisions are discussed in 
Chapter Five.  
Organization of the Study 
This study is organized into five chapters. The first chapter introduces the study by 





significance of the study. Chapter Two is a review of literature focusing on elements related to 
the principal-student relationship (relationships in general, relationships in schools, the school 
environment, and the principalship). Chapter Three details the methodological choices made in 
the construction of this study, including the aims of the study, the research approach, participant 
information, data collection and analysis, ethical considerations, trustworthiness, and 
positionality. Chapter Four presents the study’s findings in the form of a narrative that developed 
over the course of the data collection and analysis stages. Chapter Five contains a discussion of 
the major findings, and presents an emerging conceptual framework through which the principal-
student relationship phenomenon might be viewed. Implications, limitations, and directions for 










CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
Principals are critical members of a school community, and students are meant to be the 
ultimate beneficiaries of all the work that is done in schools. But there has long been a significant 
distance between the two; their relatedness mediated through teachers and other staff members, 
programs and measures of achievement, the school’s culture and climate, and disciplinary 
encounters. But the distance between the principal and the students may not be as great as much 
of the literature—or lack thereof—might suggest. 
Ample evidence exists which presents a substantial relationship between leadership and 
student outcomes (Leithwood et al., 2010; Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2003), yet much of this 
evidence reveals that a principal’s impact on student growth and development is mediated 
through different mechanisms and pathways (Hallinger & Heck, 1998; Leithwood et al., 2010). 
For example, principals have the power and responsibility to influence school culture and climate 
(Fink & Resnick, 2001; Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Leithwood & Jantzi, 1997; MacNeil, Prater, & 
Busch, 2009). The learning climate in a school is largely influenced by a principal’s social 
relationships (Price & Moolenaar, 2015), and of those relationships, “one-to-one relationships 
between a principal (leader) and individual teachers” are considered essential for effective 
leadership (Barnett & McCormick, 2004, p. 427).  
While the principal-teacher relationship largely affects the school environment, and that 
environment, in turn, affects student growth and development, the teacher-student relationship 
(TSR) is a critical—and more direct—influence on student outcomes. Bernstein-Yamashiro and 





engagement, and attitude towards school, academic achievement, and behavioral characteristics. 
Poplin and Weeres (1993) note that parents believe the relationship between the teacher and the 
student is “central to their children’s self-esteem and ultimate success in life” (1993, p. 10). But 
students often do interact directly with principals, and yet there remains a dearth of research on 
the principal-student relationship (PSR) (Cranston, 2012). 
It is the traditional hierarchical nature of the school, and the evolved role of the principal, 
which has encouraged the majority of a principal’s human interactions to be with teachers, and 
most of a teacher’s to be with students. It is then understandable that the majority of the research 
related to school relationships is centered on the principal-teacher relationship and the teacher-
student relationship. However, as school leadership does indeed impact student growth and 
development, it is important to also explore the direct interpersonal relationship between the 
principal and student, and not just the mediated effects.  
Relationships in schools are critical, and they lie at the heart of the school environment 
on which the principal is a central influence. The goal of this chapter is an attempt to reveal the 
context that surrounds and scaffolds the PSR phenomenon. It begins by providing some 
background on interpersonal relationships along with detail on the TSR.  The TSR was selected 
as the school relationship most appropriate for detailed review in the absence of abundant 
research on the PSR primarily due to its nature as an intergenerational school relationship – and 
one with a significant research base. Additionally, the classroom teacher has the most significant 
effect on students, with the principal having the second most significant effect (Leithwood et al., 
2004). Moreover, almost all principals had been teachers before becoming administrators (Gates, 






Then, the school environment is discussed, along with the role that relationships play 
therein. Next, the principal and the principalship will be covered in detail. A brief history of the 
role will illustrate its foundations and provide one possible rationale for the lack of attention to 
the PSR. The principal’s effects on students—indirectly through the school environment and 
directly through the PSR—is then presented. The chapter will conclude with a brief discussion 
on conceptual and theoretical frameworks.  
Interpersonal Relationships 
Relationships in General 
The study of interpersonal relationships exists across social and behavioral sciences, 
health sciences, and other disciplines. The multidisciplinary nature of the field of study has 
resulted in the types of relationships studied (marriage, friendship, business relationship, etc.) to 
be confounded with the disciplinary approach, leaving it a challenge to integrate relationship 
research conceptually (Berscheid, 1994). However, regardless of the type of relationship studied 
or the disciplinary approach taken, none appear to argue against the importance of interpersonal 
relationships.  
A relation, according to Noddings (2013), can be described as “a set of ordered pairs 
generated by some rule that describes the affect—or subjective experience—of the members” 
(pp. 3-4). VanLear, Koerner, and Allen (2006) categorized relationships as either personal or 
social. Personal relationships would meet emotional, relational, and instrumental needs, and are 
intimate, close, and interdependent (closeness is a pervasive term in the literature). Social 
relationships occasionally meet those needs and lack the closeness and interdependency of 





voluntary (i.e. most marriages, friendships) or involuntary (i.e. familial, employment). See Table 
2.1. 
Table 2.1 
Types of Relationships Based on Degree of Closeness (Personal/Social) and Selectivity 
(Voluntary/Involuntary) 
 













Attempts to define close relationships appear to center on the dependency of members on 
one another to “obtain good outcomes and facilitate the pursuit of their most important needs and 
goals” (Finkel, Simpson, & Eastwick, 2017, p. 388). To build and sustain these relationships, 
members rely on communication, but the association between communication and relationships 
is reciprocal in that communication influences the relationship and the relationship influences 
communication (Solomon & Vangelisti, 2010).  
Through communication, members can develop their relationship through certain stages. 
While a number of scholars have attempted to identify the stages of relationship development, 
Mark Knapp has repeatedly published on the topic, and is widely cited. Knapp and Vangelisti 
(2011) list 10 relationship stages (see Table 2.2) but note that not all stages may be experienced 
in a relationship, and the stages experienced may not always be experienced sequentially or 
consciously. And while this model is applied most often to romantic relationships, most 
relationships can be characterized similarly. Knapp and Vangelisti (2011, p. 153) group the 
stages into two categories: coming together and coming apart, which are neither inherently good 






Relationship Stages (adapted from Knapp and Vangelisti, 2011, p. 153) 






“Hi, how ya doin?” “Fine, You?” 
Experimenting Finding out about 
each other 
“Oh, so you like to ski…So do I.” “You 
do? Great, where do you go?” 
Intensifying The deepening of 
the relationship; 
can take time, or be 
incremental 
“I…I think I love you.” “I love you too.” 
Integrating A merging of 
personalities, sense 
of interdependence 
“I feel so much a part of you.” “Yeah, we 
are like one person. What happens to you 
happens to me.” 
Bonding Formalization of 
public commitment 




Differentiating Opposite of 
integrating 
“I just like doing big social gatherings.” 
“Sometimes I don’t understand you. This 
is one area where I’m certainly not like 
you at all.” 




“Did you have a good time on your trip?” 
“What time will dinner be ready?” 
Stagnating Static, motionless 
relationship 
“What’s there to talk about?” “Right, I 
know what you’re going to say and you 
know what I’m going to say.” 
Avoiding Efforts to stay 
away from the 
other 
“I’m so busy, I just don’t know when I’ll 
be able to see you.” “If I’m not around 
when you try, you’ll understand.” 
Terminating The end of the 
relationship 
“I’m leaving you…and don’t bother trying 
to contact me.” “Don’t worry.” 
 
Relationships form the fabric of society. “In a nonlinear, dynamic world, everything 
exists only in relationship to everything else, and the interactions among agents in the system 
lead to complex, unpredictable outcomes. In this world, interactions, or relationships, among its 






Just as interpersonal relationships form the fabric of society-at-large, they too play a key 
role in schools. The relationships that a child experiences are essential for the child’s growth and 
development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Vygotsky, 1978).  Bronfenbrenner (1979) believed the 
child’s development to be heavily influenced by the interactions with those whom the child 
regularly engages, and Vygotsky (1978) claimed that cognitive development is rooted within the 
context of social relationships. More specifically, adult-child relationships early in elementary 
school help lay the developmental groundwork that supports a child’s adaptation to schooling, 
and during adolescence exist as “structural supports and guides, sources of information and role 
modeling, emotional and social supports, and problem-solving resources” (Pianta, Stuhlman, & 
Hamre, 2002, pp. 91-92). And since relationships are nested within larger social contexts that 
influence and are influenced by the many relationships existing in those social contexts (Knapp 
& Vangelisti, 2011), it is critical to better understand the nature of specific relationships in 
schools.  
Numerous types of school relationships have been studied. Some are general, slightly 
more abstract relationships involving entities or constructs (e.g. the school-community 
relationship, the school-family/home relationship), and others are individual, interpersonal 
relationships (e.g. principal-parent/guardian, principal-teacher, student-staff (counselor/coach), 
teacher-student, student-student, teacher-teacher).  It is also difficult to ascribe a specific 
relationship type (voluntary/involuntary, personal/social) to certain school relationships, or state 
which stages are typically covered in school relationships, as the range of the many different 





However, it is important to note at this point that the quality of the relationship is of 
critical importance and is almost always mentioned in the literature. For a relationship to have 
positive effects on its members, the literature tends to ascribe qualifying terms like caring or 
supportive. To Noddings (2013), for example, relations are basic facts of human existence that 
can be caring relations when the two parties both contribute to the relation—in other words, the 
subject of the given care must actually receive it. In this definition, there is a desire or regard for 
another’s well-being. Schussler and Collins (2007) described care similarly, stating that care 
“involv[es] a relationship between people that is marked by a desire to understand the other and 
help the other reach his potential” (p. 1464). Poplin and Weeres (1993) stated, “When people 
note things that are right about their schools, they talk about people who care, listen, understand, 
and respect others, and they mention people who are honest, open, and sensitive” (p. 10). 
These types of positive relationships are critical at the individual student level. Students 
having supportive and caring relationships display more positive attitudes and values towards 
academics, and report increased satisfaction with school (Klem & Connell, 2004). When adults 
take a personal interest in students, they can be motivated to work harder (Gentilucci & Muto, 
2007). Alternatively, an absence of meaningful relationships—or feelings of disconnectedness—
have been linked to students’ academic and behavioral problems (Crosnoe, Johnson, & Glan H. 
Elder, 2004) as well as students’ concern about the safety of their schools (Poplin & Weeres, 
1993). Thus, where positive relationships exist in schools, so does student growth and 
development, academically, socially, and emotionally. 
The Teacher-Student Relationship 
In their study to identify what people in schools found problematic, Poplin and Weeres 





administrators, and the most-mentioned relationships in their study were those that exist between 
the teacher and the student. According to these authors, “Teachers report their best experiences 
in school take place when they connect with students, and students describe their best teachers in 
similar ways” (1993, p. 10). Goodlad (1990) described teaching as a moral enterprise, and as 
such, the learning that takes place in schools is influenced significantly by the kind and quality of 
the relationships between teachers and students. Poplin and Weeres add that parents believe that 
the relationship between the teacher and the student is “central to their children’s self-esteem and 
ultimate success in life” (1993, p. 10). Interestingly, prior to recent decades, as Bernstein-
Yamashiro and Noam (2013) noted, the TSR had received far less scholarly attention as the 
characteristics of relationships were often considered too difficult to measure (encompassing 
“uncontrollable variables” like charisma or maturity), and most school effectiveness research did 
not deem relationships to be central to student success. What the more recent significant body of 
research on the TSR shows is a phenomenon that contributes to a multitude of outcomes for the 
individual and the school.   
Origins of the TSR 
The TSR surely existed prior to its exposure in scholarly literature. Looking at the social 
history of American teaching, one can better understand the culture of domesticity that existed in 
the 19th century and the significant role that women played in the development of schooling in 
the United States (Altenbaugh, 1997). 
In the absence of formal schooling, the household was a primary location for teaching 
and learning, and the task was generally performed by female family members (Clifford, 2014). 
As American public schooling grew in the early 1800s, so did the feminization of teaching. 





was socially acceptable or common at the time) for those women who were not yet married 
(Altenbaugh, 1997). Schooling contains a liminal, or ‘in-between’ condition in that it provides “a 
passage from domestic and maternal nurturance to public institutions” (Grumet, 1988, p. 33). 
The foundational notions of care and nurturance in teaching have persisted over the centuries yet 
have only been emphasized in research centering on the teacher-student relationship over 
approximately the past half-century.   
This research, according to Cornelius-White (2007), has grown out of certain traditions. 
The classical person-centered model of education, which was prominent in the 1950s through the 
1970s, emphasizes teacher empathy, warmth, genuineness, nondirectivity, and encouragement of 
critical thinking. The learner-centered model, which grew in the 1990s through the 2000s, shifted 
the focus more towards student variables and learning processes. Much of the recent research on 
TSRs has been motivated by developmental, feminist, and multicultural models of education. 
What follows in this section is a synthesis of studies (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Buhs, Koziol, 
Rudasill, & Crockett, 2017; Collie, Martin, Papworth, & Ginns, 2016; Crosnoe et al., 2004; 
Frymier & Houser, 2000; Gentilucci & Muto, 2007; Klem & Connell, 2004; Lee & Loeb, 2000; 
Poplin & Weeres, 1993; Rodriguez, 2008; Silva, White, & Yoshida 2011), meta-analyses 
(Cornelius-White, 2007; Roorda, Koomen, Spilt, & Oort, 2011), and numerous essays, reviews 
of research, and book chapters. 
Characteristics and Significance of Positive TSRs 
While the TSR is unique, it is still very similar to other interpersonal relationships in that 
it generally follows developmental stages, rests on a foundation of communication, and is goal-
oriented. It differs from other interpersonal relationships due to a lack of equality (as is found 





Before describing what the TSR is, it is necessary to emphasize the notion of caring, as it appears 
to be a governing lens through which the TSR is viewed in the vast majority of the literature.  
The caring perspective. Arguing for a re-visioning of schools around moral notions of 
care and nurturance, Noddings (1992) underscores the basic need to be cared for and the 
importance of being one who cares. According to Noddings (1992), the challenge that lies in the 
execution of the approach to reach the caring objective in schools is that there are no procedures 
to follow. There are no rubrics or objective standards that one can employ to create a caring 
environment or promote caring relationships. Noddings said, “Caring cannot be achieved by 
formula. It requires address and response; it requires different behaviors from situation to 
situation and person to person” (1992, p. xi). Additionally, Noddings maintains that the extent to 
which a student experiences caring determines whether or not the relationship is indeed a caring 
one. In other words, a teacher who claims to employ caring behaviors is not necessarily 
participating in caring relationships unless the students are receiving and acknowledging that 
care.  
As subjective and ambiguous as it is, the notion of care is omnipresent in educational 
scholarship, and many attempt to capture the essence of what a caring approach might be in 
specific contexts. For example, Watson (2014) describes a caring approach to classroom 
management, and culturally relevant pedagogy, as described by Ladson-Billings (1995), is in 
large part a caring endeavor.  Pervasiveness aside, there exists no single theory of care. 
Nevertheless, a substantive amount of TSR literature describes characteristics and facilitation of 
caring (and/or supportive, nurturing, etc.) relationships and reveals the significance of these 





Characteristics, components, and facilitation of TSRs. Most TSRs associated with 
positive outcomes are described as caring, supportive, or nurturing, suggesting that the 
relationships must be based generally on concern for another’s well-being. However, the 
research shows that TSRs exist within a highly complex and dynamic set of systems and 
processes and are dependent on a number of individual idiosyncrasies.  
The numerous characteristics present in each member of a relationship (race, gender, 
ethnicity, cultural background, socioeconomic status, age, learning differences, teaching 
experiences, other relationships, etc.) all influence individual TSRs uniquely (Freiberg, 2014; 
Johnson, 2014; Pianta et al., 2002; Roorda et al., 2011). As such, a meaningful knowing of 
students is a critical component of TSRs (Goldstein, 1999; Landrum, 2014; Martin & Dowson, 
2009; O’Bleness, Missall, & Scarlett, 2014; Pianta et al., 2002; Rodriguez, 2008). Students also 
have a need to feel that adults in their school know them and care about them (Klem & Connell, 
2004). 
Teachers involved in positive TSRs have been characterized as empathetic, warm, and 
encouraging of critical thinking, as well as promoting student-initiated and student-regulated 
activities (Cornelius-White, 2007). Schiewer (2013) said that teachers need to be fully present by 
inviting “students into an active but hospitable learning environment” (p. 547). For Schiewer, 
this is about teachers finding a balance between being an authority figure and being friendly. 
When teachers are not fully present, then students are often excluded from the act of active 
learning, being “reduced to the role of mere onlookers (in lecture) or objects to be manipulated 
(in ‘class-centered’ activities)” (Farber, 2008, p. 216), thus restricting opportunities to connect 
and form relationships. Landrum (2014) and Rodriguez (2008) reinforced the importance of 





 Freiberg (2014), referencing psychologist Baumrind’s studies, maintains that teaching 
styles leaning more heavily on authority and control, as opposed to permissive and indulgent 
styles, can better facilitate TSRs, though the relationships will look different depending on the 
level of control exerted by the teacher. Freiberg (2014) also mentioned that teachers who center 
instruction around student needs, hold high expectations for students, and are confident in their 
own abilities and performance tend to form more positive TSRs. Alternatively, teacher stress and 
negative affect adversely impact the TSR (Fredriksen & Rhodes, 2004). 
But the student is not just a passive recipient of what the teacher brings to the 
relationship. The relationship is reciprocal, and how each member acts in a relationship relies 
upon both members—teacher and student—perceiving the relationship and the role of the other 
in the relationship (Fredriksen & Rhodes, 2004; Pianta et al., 2002). Reinforcing Noddings, 
Freiberg (2014) suggests that the student perspective is critical, as the student must feel “cared 
for by the teacher and connected with the classroom activities” (p. 825).  
Open communication between members is a leading notion in the facilitation of positive 
TSRs (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Fredriksen & Rhodes, 2004; Freiberg, 2014; Frymier & Houser, 
2000; Martin & Dowson, 2009; Murray, 2014; Pianta et al., 2002). Birch and Ladd (1997) 
emphasized the concept of closeness, which they described as, “the degree of warmth and open 
communication that exists between a teacher and child” as being a crucial element of TSRs (p. 
62). Conversely, Birch and Ladd (1997) highlighted conflictual TSRs characterized by a lack of 
rapport and acrimonious interactions to be a hindrance to student growth and development. 
Schiewer’s desire for the classroom to be a “hospitable learning environment” reinforces 
the importance of the environments in which TSRs might flourish. To Schiewer (2013), the 





opposed to a place where students come to be passively filled with knowledge (Freire, 2000). 
Johnson (2014) said that classrooms that are comforting physical environments can help 
facilitate a feeling of security in children, and predictable classroom routines (and the 
involvement of students in the development of those routines) support students’ attachment to 
teachers.  
The environment beyond the classroom is an important factor in the development and 
maintenance of TSRs as well. In addition to the school-wide elements presented in the 
subsequent section, Challenges to the TSR, Crosnoe et al. (2004) found that schools with greater 
racial-ethnic homogeneity within the student body, greater perception of safety, lower socio-
economic status, or are located in the private sector tend to produce stronger intergenerational 
bonds.  
Due to the myriad factors that influence and make up the TSR, Freiberg (2014) 
underscores how the TSR “is a function of a dynamic and complex larger system” (p. 826). 
Pianta et al. (2002) attempt to encapsulate the complex nature of TSRs in the notion of a 
“relationship system.” This system contains the features of the individuals (race, background, 
age, etc.), the understanding of the relationship by each individual, the process of communication 
between individuals, and the environment/context in which the relationship exists. And since 
describing what the TSR is tends to be more abstract and subjective, authors often write much 
more precisely about what the TSR does.  
Significance of TSRs. The TSR has been linked to a variety of outcomes across 
numerous domains. Given the heavy focus in recent decades on academic outcomes, much of the 





student achievement. However, the research also suggests that the TSR’s effects can reach 
beyond measures of academic achievement.  
Healthy TSRs can lead to increased academic achievement (Crosnoe et al., 2004). Lee 
and Loeb (2000) related social support from teachers to gains in reading and math. Collie et al. 
(2016) pointed out that relationships have been most often linked to improved academic 
performance based on task-oriented mastery goals, but also noted that that the positive 
correlation can be applied to self-oriented personal best goals as well. However, the majority of 
the research describes TSRs as influencing student engagement and motivation (Birch & Ladd, 
1997; Gentilucci & Muto, 2007; Klem & Connell, 2004; Roorda et al., 2011; Silva et al., 2011), 
which are mediators between the TSR and achievement (Roorda et al., 2011).  
Positive TSRs have also been found to contribute to improved temperament, behavioral, 
and disciplinary outcomes among students (Buhs et al., 2017; Crosnoe et al., 2004; Lind, 2014), 
as well as influence psychological domains (Fredriksen & Rhodes, 2004) like student attitudes 
towards school (Frymier & Houser, 2000; Klem & Connell, 2004), and abilities to adjust to 
school environments (Birch & Ladd, 1997). Birch and Ladd (1997) described students involved 
in positive TSRs as being more cooperative, more self-directed, and less avoidant. Alternatively, 
Murray (2014) designated non-supportive or poor-quality TSRs, characterized by conflict, 
hostility, and/or alienation to be associated with emotional and behavioral issues in students.  
TSRs influence the classroom and school environment just as they are influenced by the 
environment. Murray (2014) and Freiberg (2014) stated that supportive TSRs provide the 
foundation for a strong classroom community, provide teachers with insights about how students 





Furthermore, as Landrum (2014) describes, forming positive relationships with students can 
build relational capital, which can be leveraged when challenges arise in the classroom.  
Challenges to the TSR. Numerous authors reveal obstacles to the building of effective 
TSRs. First, as Bernstein-Yamashiro and Noam (2013) note, organizational and bureaucratic 
schemes that are present in schools tend to work against the development of meaningful adult-
child relationships. The need to maintain order and discipline, often related to class size 
(Johnson, 2014) and school size (Bernstein-Yamashiro & Noam, 2013), results in many teachers 
building social distance, or boundaries, between themselves and students (Bernstein-Yamashiro 
& Noam, 2013; Harrington, 2014). Freiberg (2014) also reveals that diversity in the classroom 
makes building TSRs more challenging. Roorda et al. (2011) point out that the impact of the 
TSR might be affected by the decrease in the amount of time that students spend with a given 
teacher as they progress through the grade levels. In addition, Battistich, Solomon, Watson, and 
Schaps (1997) discuss the importance of continuity of experience throughout the school. If a 
culture promoting effective TSRs exists in one classroom, unless that culture is present 
throughout the school, the overall benefits that a student might receive from that type of culture 
are diminished.  
The pressure teachers face to meet the demands of the job can also impede meaningful 
TSRs. Poplin and Weeres (1993) pointed out that teachers say they “regret having so little time 
in the day to seek out individual students” (p. 10). Bernstein-Yamashiro and Noam (2013)  state 
that some teachers struggle to provide students with the personal attention they require as many 
teachers “struggle to maintain enthusiasm, order, and a sense of personal fulfillment in their 
working lives” because of the many pressures they face to meet accountability benchmarks and 





emotional stress and teacher “burn-out” can force teachers to distance themselves from students. 
Furthermore, some students’ emotional demands can be intense, overwhelming teachers’ abilities 
to form meaningful personal relationships.  
Relationships and the School Environment 
As the research indicates, TSRs are not self-contained phenomena. They exist within 
highly complex systems, influenced by and influencing the broader environment. For the 
purposes of this study, the term school environment will often be used to encapsulate three 
common concepts referenced heavily in much of the literature on school relationships, the 
principalship, and school effectiveness: school climate, culture, and to a somewhat lesser extent, 
community. These three terms seem to lack universally accepted definitions, and often appear in 
literature without critical examination.  
The School Environment: Understandings of Climate, Culture, and Community  
Climate and culture have been portrayed by theorists as overlapping concepts (as cited in 
Hoy & Feldman, 1999; MacNeil et al., 2009), and many school leaders believe that they are one 
and the same (Gruenert, 2008). As such, the terms have often been used interchangeably in 
school effectiveness research1, leading some scholars and practitioners to distinguish between 
the two terms (Gruenert, 2008; Hoy & Feldman, 1999; MacNeil et al., 2009; Van Houtte, 2005). 
While both terms “attempt to capture the feel of organizational life” (Hoy & Feldman, 1999, p. 
87), each arose from a different tradition, and therefore subtle differences exist within their 
definitions.  
                                                 
1
Some scholars considered cultural aspects of schools as early as the 1930s, but school climate and culture research 
did not gain solid footing until the closing decades of the 20th century. Since the 1970s, Van Houtte (2005) notes that 
school climate had been the primary term used to identify mediating variables between the “structural features of the 
school and outcomes for students at teachers” (p. 71). However, at the end of the 1980s, school culture was being 





The concept of school climate emerged primarily out of the organizational studies 
research  that was prominent in the 1950s (Anderson, 1982; Van Houtte, 2005), and is 
predominately viewed from a psychological perspective (MacNeil et al., 2009), while school 
culture is viewed more from an anthropological perspective (MacNeil et al., 2009; Van Houtte, 
2005). Cohen, McCabe, Michelli, and Pickeral (2009) described school climate as the “quality 
and character of school life…[which is] based on patterns of people’s experiences of school life 
and reflects norms, goals, values, interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning practices, and 
organizational structures” (p. 182). The National School Climate Center defines school climate 
almost identically (as cited in Thapa, Cohen, Guffey, & Higgins-D'Alessandro, 2013, p. 358). 
Gruenert (2008) describes school climate as “represent[ing] the attitude of an organization,” 
stemming from “the collective mood, or morale” (p. 57). MacNeil et al. (2009) explains that 
climate is manifest through shared behaviors and perceptions.  
Synthesizing various definitions of organizational culture, Van Houtte (2005) reveals the 
dominate features as the tacit assumptions, and shared meanings, beliefs, and values that inform 
or influence the actions of the members of an organization. Gruenert (2008) reinforces the 
shared and tacit aspects of Van Houtte’s definition, describing the “unwritten rules to which 
group members conform in order to remain in good standing with their colleagues.” These 
“rules” are derived from the “common set of expectations” that evolve “whenever a group of 
people spend a significant amount of time together” (Gruenert, 2008, p. 57). And when groups of 
people spend a significant amount of time together, symbols, myths, and rituals develop, which 
help to define a culture.  
Community can be defined as a group of people connected to each other based on 





("Community," n.d.). Education scholars often merge these definitions when talking about 
school community. According to Redding (2001), a school community “is typically portrayed as: 
a) inclusive of families of students and some elements of the community beyond the school 
doors, and b) operating on the basis of shared values, trust, expectations, and obligations rather 
than tasks, rules, and hierarchies” (p. 1). Sergiovanni (1994) believes that the school must go 
beyond the ‘grouping’ definition by which some schools merely organize people into “teams” 
and call it community. To Sergiovanni, community is primarily about connections—the 
connections to ideas and values, and to each other. It involves reorienting our collective and 
individual thinking and actions around these common ideas and values. 
School community, like school climate and culture, rests on a foundation of shared 
norms, values, goals, beliefs, and ideas. As such, all three concepts include a collective or 
relational obligation. How the people in a school construct, maintain, modify, perceive, and 
interact with these norms and values—both individually and collectively—determines the 
school’s climate, culture, and community—or overall school environment.  
The Significance of the School Environment  
In general, the school environment is the educational setting that supports (or restricts) 
conditions for effective teaching and learning to take place in a school. Numerous studies have 
sought to analyze the effects of school climate, culture, and community (school environment). 
Consistent across the vast majority of the various studies involving any of the three constructs of 
school environment are the positive effects on both student and school outcomes.  
Fullan (2001) noted that organizational culture is a crucial factor that shapes the 
improvement of teaching and learning in schools. Wang, Haertel, and Walberg (1997) found that 





(The also found state and local policies, school organization, and student demographics to be 
least influential on student learning). School community is also “significantly related to a large 
number of desirable outcomes for both students and teachers” (Battistich et al., 1997, p. 146). A 
positive school culture and climate can improve student achievement, along with and through a 
variety of other important factors (teacher morale, collaboration, safety, school improvement 
efforts, etc.) (Barnett & McCormick, 2004; MacNeil et al., 2009; Stolp & Smith, 1995; Thapa et 
al., 2013). Louis et al. (2016) credit the supportive school community as having a critical 
influence on student achievement when coupled with academic rigor (academic press). 
Conversely, a negative school culture can result in a decline in student achievement (Watson, 
2001).  
In addition to providing the ideal foundation for academic, social, and emotional learning 
for students, Freiberg and Stein (1999) described school climate “as the heart and soul of a 
school” and “the essence of a school that leads a child, a teacher, an administrator, a staff 
member to love the school and to look forward to being there each school day” (p. 11). Similarly, 
Thapa et al. (2013) revealed that school climates which are “safe, caring, participatory, and 
responsive” tend to promote a greater sense of school connectedness (p. 363). The Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention defines school connectedness as “the belief held by students that 
adults and peers in the school care about their learning as well as about them as individuals” 
("School connectedness," 2015). Connectedness has been linked to adolescent health and 
academic outcomes (McNeely, Nonnemaker, & Blum, 2002; Ruus et al., 2007; Whitlock, 2006), 
violence prevention (Karcher, 2002; Skiba et al., 2004), student satisfaction, and improvements 





This sense of connectedness is powerful in descriptions of authentic community as well. 
Sergiovanni (1994) believes that a genuine community joins people together around something 
that is bigger than themselves. It can reinforce commitment to each other and lift people to 
greater levels of self-understanding and performance. It increases a sense of belonging and 
continuity, and it provides meaning and significance to community members and the work in 
which they engage. To Redding (2001), community can effectively counterbalance extreme 
individualism, the family’s constraints on the individual, and “the remote, impersonal, and 
inexorable forces of mass society” (p. 2).  
The school environment also provides degrees of physical and emotional safety and 
security that are necessary for effective child growth and development. In schools lacking 
supportive elements and relationships, students are more likely to experience peer victimization, 
violence, and punitive disciplinary actions. This is often coupled with diminished academic 
performance and increased absenteeism (Astor, Guerra, & Van Acker, 2010).  
But, like most matters in the vast institution of schooling, focusing on the environment 
alone is not sufficient to effect meaningful change. Similar to Louis, Murphy, and Smylie’s 
(2016) assertion that efforts to improve student achievement would be less effective when 
academic press is prioritized without simultaneously focusing on creating a supportive school 
community, MacNeil et al. (2009) reported that broad structural and policy-based reform efforts 
that have not been supported by cultural change have also failed to meaningfully affect student 
achievement. 
It is also worth noting that some scholars warn of the forces that work against the 
establishment of a positive, meaningful, and personalized school environment. Biesta (2010) 





goals of education from the school community, and placed it into the domain of bureaucrats. 
Sergiovanni (1994) remarks that authentic community building requires a level of involvement 
and commitment that might be scary to those who find comfort in the formality and objectivity 
of the hierarchical institution of education. That said, most working in the field of education in 
recent decades have increasingly recognized the significance of the k-12 school environment and 
have supported ongoing research and practical implementation efforts to improve the 
environmental conditions in schools. 
Relationships in the School Environment 
Interpersonal relationships are central to the concepts of climate, culture and community, 
even if the term is not explicitly found in every definition. Climate, culture, and community are 
all group phenomena (Cohen et al., 2009), which encourage—if not rely upon—the existence of 
relationships between members.    
Some of the school climate definitions and research explicitly include relationships as 
components of climate (Cohen et al., 2009; Hoy, Smith, & Sweetland, 2002; Thapa et al., 2013), 
yet other studies are more implicit. For example, Anderson (1982) states, “Williams and Batten 
(1981)…reported six constructs [of a school’s quality of life]: (a) general well-being; (b) 
negative affect at school; (c) status (feelings derived from others' opinions); (d) identity (feelings 
derived from understanding self and others); (e) teachers (feelings derived from teacher-student 
interaction; and (f) opportunity (feelings of self-control and success)” (p. 379). While the teacher 
construct in this research specifically mentions “teacher-student interaction,” it is hardly the only 
construct that would be influenced by person-to-person interactions. Anderson (1982) also cited 
a number of early conceptualizations of school climate that make reference to a school’s social 





(for example, Cohen et al., 2009) detail how school climate is associated with and/or promotes 
healthy relationships among other conditions. Furthermore, as climate primarily deals with 
shared perceptions,  attitudes, and behaviors, some theorists posit that “the selection and 
attraction between members of an organization produce a homogeneous membership, which 
leads to similar perceptions,” and others suggest that climate originates from the interactions 
between organizational members (Van Houtte, 2005, p. 78). When the connections between 
school climate and relationships are viewed wholly, the effects appear reciprocal. Relationships 
influence school climate (Thapa et al., 2013), and a healthy school climate can yield positive 
relationships (Hoy et al., 2002). To Bryk et al. (2010), relational trust is the fundamental element 
that coordinates and reinforces the multiple systems and processes that are essential for the 
improvement of school climate. 
Parsing out the idea of relationships within the understandings of culture is slightly more 
abstract. Culture evolves whenever a group of people spend a substantial amount of time 
together (Gruenert, 2008). Relationships among the members of the group are implied, if not 
inherent in this conception of culture. As Van Houtte (2005) notes, culture is based on shared 
beliefs and norms which determine how members act to solve problems, and he emphasizes that 
effective problem solving inevitably involves the member’s frame of reference. The frame of 
reference determines what the member sees and how he or she feels, and it is something that 
must undergo some change in order for solutions to be effective. As “people strive for 
conformity and look for a solution accepted by their peers,” social support—interaction between 
members—is crucial when a member endeavors to change his or her frame of reference (Van 





School community, like climate and culture, inherently involves interactions between its 
members. Sergiovanni (1994) stated that school community was partly about the connections 
between people. He said that while “values, beliefs, norms, and other dimensions of community 
may be more important than the relationships themselves, […] it is the web of relationships that 
stands out and it is through the quality and character of relationships that values, beliefs, and 
norms are felt” (p. 18). Redding (2001) reinforced the importance of meaningful relationships in 
school communities by suggesting that the school community be small enough “to allow for 
personal contact among members” (p. 1). Cobb (1992) resolutely stated, “A community based on 
shared vision and close personal interactions is not a frill; it is a necessity” (p. 23). 
Whether implicitly or explicitly mentioned in definitions of school culture, climate, or 
community, relationships are clearly essential components of these three constructs of the school 
environment, and the school principal is a critical contributor to the composition and 
maintenance of the school environment (Fink & Resnick, 2001; Hallinger & Heck, 1996; 
Leithwood & Jantzi, 1997; MacNeil et al., 2009). Price and Moolenaar (2015) further emphasize 
that it is the principal’s social relationships that are the key factors in that process. 
The Principal and the Principalship 
While environmental effects are substantial, some prominent leadership scholars like 
Fullan (2001) emphasize the general essentialness of a principal’s interpersonal relationships in 
leading organizations. Fullan (2001) stated that it is the relationships that make the difference in 
a successful enterprise. But where do relationships—specifically, those with students—fit into 
the principal’s role? The perception that many have of the school principal is that of an often 
distant authority figure who is only rarely encountered by students, and then mostly for 





present the historical role of the principal along with contemporary notions of the position in 
order to highlight the positioning of the student and provide context for the understudied 
principal-student relationship. While the lack of scholarship centering on the PSR might suggest 
an unwitting ignorance of the phenomenon, a deeper understanding of the history of the 
principalship reveals a role which has struggled to maintain deep and meaningful connections 
with students.  
Furthermore, how a position is shaped over time can provide a deeper understanding of 
and valuable insight into the position today and can offer direction for the future. Many of the 
recent reports on the principalship contrast the work of principals today against the work of 
principals in the past, and the American principalship is a role that has been critically shaped by 
almost 200 years of history (Kafka, 2009). 
The History of the Principalship 
The principalship in the 19th century. The role of the principal first appeared in the 
mid-1800s. By this time, notions of consolidation, bureaucratization, and professionalization 
were taking hold in the urban areas and beginning to spread. Along with rapid population growth 
and industrialization came a demand for new conceptions of order and efficiency. Services like 
law enforcement, public health, and education were becoming more organized and standardized 
(Tyack, 1974). As schools became larger and the number of schools increased, the need arose for 
someone to “oversee” the day-to-day operations of these increasingly complex entities. Initially, 
this responsibility fell to a teacher who would attend to the various administrative tasks in 
addition to performing their teaching duties. The head teacher, principal teacher, or teaching 





During the second half of the nineteenth century, schools and districts evolved 
disparately, as the needs in one school or district would often be vastly different from the needs 
in another. There were few legal parameters, little professional support, and tenuous job 
descriptions for these principal teachers. The job could look vastly different from school to 
school. One consistency was that over time, and beginning mainly in the cities as early as the 
1850s, schools grew such that the administrative tasks required to ensure schools’ efficient 
operation were eliminating the instructional side of the position. By the end of the nineteenth 
century, the typical principal was an administrator, manager, and supervisor and instructor of 
teachers (Brown, 2011; Cuban, 1985; Kafka, 2009; Pierce, 1935; Rousmaniere, 2007). What was 
becoming clear was that the principal had become an important figure in many schools – 
especially in large cities – and their proximity to students was changing.  
As teaching responsibilities declined, Pierce (1935) stated that the principal’s primary 
duties were to give and enforce orders, to direct, advise, and instruct teachers, to supervise and 
rate janitors, and to requisition educational and maintenance supplies. With respect to students, 
Pierce indicated that the principal, “classified pupils, disciplined them, and enforced safeguards 
designed to protect their health and morals” (p. 39). The principal’s tasks were largely clerical, 
and attempts were often made by boards of education to encourage principals to prioritize the 
supervisory or relational aspects of the job over the bureaucratic. However, most accounts in the 
histories of the principalship focus on teacher supervision and relations, not students (Pierce, 
1935; Rousmaniere, 2007). In some cases, principals were encouraged to become “familiar with 
[students’] characteristics and qualifications” (Pierce, 1935, p. 73), but how – or even if – most 





The principalship in the early 20th century. “The language of science and business 
efficiency” (Tyack & Hansot, 1982, pp. 106-107) dominated conversations beginning in the 
early 20th century, ushering in an era of professionalism, and reinforcing the increasing distance 
between management (the principal and the district) and the rank and file (teachers and students). 
In organizations, including schools, lines of authority were clarified, communications and 
processes were streamlined, and data was collected and analyzed (Brown, 2011). As schools 
continued to grow both in population and in popularity, these principles of scientific 
management began to increase notions of efficiency and standardization. Principals were gaining 
more authority, responsibility, autonomy, and status (Kafka, 2009; Pierce, 1935; Rousmaniere, 
2007). A “science of education” was emerging, and principals were becoming “trained 
professional(s)” who could “expertly manag[e] a complex organization” (Cuban, 1985, p. 108). 
The increased professionalization of the principalship was manifest in “university training 
programs, public accountability, teacher expectations for leadership, central office links, and 
research into administrative theory and practice” (Goodwin, Cunningham, & Eagle, 2005, p. 3), 
and as Rousmaniere (2007, 2013) noted, states began distinguishing administrator academic and 
certification requirements from those of the teacher. And while principals were housed in the 
schools with teachers, they were often physically removed from teaching and learning areas and 
torn between their allegiances to the school board and to their teachers.  
As the 20th century progressed, principals attempted to straddle the spiritual and noble 
humanistic calling of the profession with the reliance on the infallibility of scientific 
management principles (Beck & Murphy, 1993). One of the earliest scholars on the 
principalship, Ellwood P. Cubberley (1923) believed that the principal was first and foremost an 





students, but his allegiance was to the administration above all else, including teachers and 
students (p. 27). The principal’s duties were primarily managerial and supervisory (of teachers), 
and student-related responsibilities appeared limited to classification and attendance (Pierce, 
1935).  
The principalship in the mid-20th century. The governing principals of bureaucracy 
and scientific management that dominated the principalship in the first half of the 20th century 
waned after the Great Depression and subsequent New Deal; replaced by more progressive and 
socially-oriented ideals that prioritized the well-being of the whole child. People were becoming 
the dominate focus in education, as opposed to systems and bureaucracy (Beck & Murphy, 1993; 
Brown, 2011; Goodwin et al., 2005; Kafka, 2009). The social sciences were taking root mid-
century, infusing leadership literature with a deeper understanding of the human aspects of the 
functioning of schools (Brown, 2011). As such, a more direct and meaningful principal-student 
relationship made a brief appearance in the 1950s.  Writers in the 1950s stressed “the importance 
of principals cultivating personal, friendly relationships with students” (Beck & Murphy, 1993, 
p. 81). A firsthand understanding of individuals and social conditions would help principals 
manage their schools. It was stated that students should be treated as individuals and particular 
attention should be paid to children who struggled behaviorally, emotionally, and socially. 
But, the middle years of the 20th century contained significant events that had substantial 
impacts on schools in general, and the principalship in particular. In 1954, the landmark U.S. 
Supreme Court decision on school desegregation was issued in Brown v. the Board of Education 
of Topeka. In 1957, the Soviet Union’s launch of the Sputnik satellite caused concern over 
possible global shifts in power. The concern hastened the 1958 passing of the National Defense 





at all levels. By the 1960s, the war on poverty, and protest movements supporting civil rights, 
feminism, and free speech, among others, had infiltrated most aspects of society to some degree, 
and schools were not impervious to these influences.  
The principal appeared to return to being the authoritarian figure at the top of the building 
hierarchy, interacting with students only when absolutely necessary, and little was mentioned 
about a relationship between principal and student. Beck and Murphy (1993) emphasized that the 
writings indicate that the relationship should essentially be mediated by teachers and other staff. 
They summarized that concern for the principal’s ability to balance being feared by some and 
respected by others could be alleviated by a robust hierarchy that would attempt to prevent 
principal-student interactions. It is interesting to note that during this more person-oriented era, 
Halpin and Croft (1962) conducted one of the earliest studies on school climate, which was 
focused solely on the interactions between school leaders and teachers—completely ignoring 
students (Van Houtte, 2005).  
The principalship in the late 20th century. Social unrest and issues with students’ 
rights continued into the 1970s, often involving the U.S. court system. Schools were on the 
frontlines of much of the student activism, and the principal was seen as both responsible for 
causing disorder in schools and capable of fixing the disorderly schools (Rousmaniere, 2013). 
Programs and activities were created in schools to attempt to address many of the societal 
concerns and build a school culture and climate which would improve students’ well-being. 
While Halpin and Croft’s work on school climate was expanded in the 1970s to include students’ 
perspectives (Van Houtte, 2005), the principal’s focus was not necessarily on personal 
relationships with students, but was mostly focused on the mediating programs and systems that 





By the 1980s, global competitiveness and economic concerns had ushered in considerable 
calls for education reform. The publication of A Nation at Risk (National Commission on 
Excellence in Education, 1983) painted a picture of failing U.S. schools, and efforts to improve 
the deteriorating institution were in motion. Brown (2011) described how state and board 
mandates to increase efficiency and effectiveness of schools, while retaining schools’ 
fundamental qualities led to tighter standards, stronger certification requirements, and increased 
accountability. The principal as a program manager was replaced by the principal as instructional 
leader (Beck & Murphy, 1992; Brown, 2011; Goodwin et al., 2005; Hallinger, 1992; Kafka, 
2009). While it was becoming clear through the emerging research on effective schools that the 
principal was a critical change agent in schools (Hallinger, 1992), very little was done to support 
principals’ instructional leadership efforts at the technical or policy levels, making the endeavor 
“more rhetoric than reality” (Brown, 2011, p. 101).  
 Beck and Murphy (1993) indicated that the principal’s role at the end of the 20th century 
presented a split view regarding relationships between principals and students. On one hand, the 
more prescriptive literature points to the principal’s role as a setter of high standards and 
expectations, as well as a role model for those expectations. In the more descriptive accounts on 
the other hand, some principals are portrayed “as taking a very personal interest in individual 
students” (p. 171). In these accounts, principals are described as visiting students who were in 
the hospital or taking work home to students who had been suspended in order to show that 
discipline was not a result of a dislike for students. The authors to which Beck and Murphy 
referred describe principals who “place a high value on sensitive, caring, direct interactions 
between principals and students.” But as Beck and Murphy pointed out, these types of 





educational leaders” (p. 174). Furthermore, these student-centered principals may not have been 
as common as one might have hoped. Cuban (1985) indicated, “While a few principals continue 
to take over classes when a substitute fails to show up or to teach a demonstration lesson, or even 
to work with a group of children weekly, such examples are so rare that newspapers will write 
articles about a principal who teaches students nowadays” (p. 113). 
In the final decades of the 20th century, the numerous reform initiatives which both 
supported increasing standardization and accountability measures on the one hand, and also 
encouraged alternative governance models on the other, sent contradictory messages, and once 
again increased and complicated expectations of the principalship as schools entered the 21st 
century (Brown, 2011; Rousmaniere, 2013).  
The principalship in the early 21st century. The market-based influences that began in 
the 1980s and 1990s have continued to spur growth in the school choice movement, only 
complicating efforts at education reform. The passage of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) 
("No Child Left Behind Act of 2001," 2002), and subsequent Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA) ("Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015," 2015) reinforced standards-based reform 
efforts, and increased accountability, tying funding and other incentives (or consequences) to 
student success. As such, student performance on standardized tests and other state and district 
mandated measures has become the chief concern among many educators, policy-makers, and 
reformers. The high-stakes testing that often takes center stage frequently results in principals 
reorienting their schools towards test preparation in order to protect teachers from losing their 
jobs, or schools from being “restructured” or closed (Rousmaniere, 2013). As such, much of the 
scholarly work on educational leadership has focused on “raising course rigor, implementing 





promotion,” or what Louis et al. (2016, p. 311) refer to as academic press. Far less scholarly 
attention has been paid to creating supportive school communities that encourage student 
development.  
While attending to issues of academic press is a top priority for many principals – these 
issues often being a tremendous undertaking on their own – principals are responsible for a 
multitude of concerns. Today’s principals are required to be “leaders of personnel, students, 
government and public relations, finance, instruction, academic performance, cultural and 
strategic planning” (Cruzeiro & Morgan, 2006; Hess & Kelly, 2007; Leithwood, Louis, 
Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004; Portin, 2004, as cited in Lynch, 2012). As such, how principals 
allocate their time given the numerous demands placed on them has been the subject of much 
research (Sebastian, Camburn, & Spillane, 2018). Those demands are numerous, often 
unpredictable, highly variable (major crises commingled with trivial events), and can differ from 
site to site (Lunenburg, 2010).  
The Experience and Impact of the Principal 
Some of the more descriptive accounts of the principalship that have emerged in the past 
half-century have reinforced the complex forces and unique contexts with which principals 
regularly engage. Beck and Murphy (1993) highlighted this descriptive emergence in the 
literature which revealed a more person-centered role than the prescriptive accounts that had 
previously dominated the scholarship.  
One such account is Wolcott’s pioneering ethnography of elementary school principal Ed 
Bell entitled The Man in the Principal’s Office (1973/2003). Wolcott’s ethnography reinforced 
the historical description of a principal living within the great tensions generated by so many 





respect to direct student interactions, at least – primarily relayed messages and reluctantly 
handled disciplinary issues. In a relatively brief section devoted to student impressions of Bell, 
some students revealed disdain for him and how he may have attempted to address certain 
disciplinary situations. Other impressions revealed that some students were indifferent to Bell, 
due to limited or no contact with him. However, some students described Bell as, “the kind of 
principal who helps you figure it out,” or “the nicest principal I have ever met” (p. 279). The 
totality of the student comments and interactions described in the book illuminate the image of a 
principal who is – or at least has the potential to be – tremendously influential to at least some 
students, despite the complex nature and sheer scope of the position. How exactly that influence 
plays out and what it means to Bell and his students is far less clear. 
Other descriptive accounts of the principal’s role imply that the scope and complexity of 
the job reduces or eliminates the opportunities for meaningful principal-student relationships. In 
an article discussing what principals do on a daily basis, Lunenburg (2010) points out that the 
common responsibility of ‘monitoring students’ could possibly involve direct interactions with 
students, but it could also just be “designing sophisticated systems to check on the quality of 
performance” (p. 4). In his analysis of over 500 principal autobiographies, Brubaker (1995) 
revealed that some principals were more concerned with preserving power or the current state of 
affairs than the academic or personal well-being of students, and said of these principals, 
“although their rhetoric centered on students and their learning, students were often the last to be 
considered” (p. 89). The research on principal effects on student outcomes, however, tends to 
center on how the principal impacts the overall school environment (Fink & Resnick, 2001; 





The principal’s impact on the school environment. In principal effectiveness literature, 
the principal appears to be one of the primary—if not the most influential—factors in 
establishing and/or maintaining the school environment. Adams, Olsen, and Ware (2017) stated 
that students benefit personally and academically from principals who can influence members of 
the school community to “create learning conditions that activate the natural curiosity, interest, 
and motivation in students” (p. 562). To one elementary school principal, for example, modeling 
nurturing and warm interactions reinforces to teachers what she values and what she would like 
to see valued in the school. This principal stated, “if I’m not connected to kids, it doesn’t look 
important to teachers” (Kudlats, 2016, p. 19).  
Just as the principal can shape the school’s culture (by promoting collaboration, for 
example), the culture of the school can simultaneously change principal leadership (e.g., 
teachers’ openness to change is a cultural aspect that can influence how a principal leads) 
(Hallinger & Heck, 1996). MacNeil et al. (2009) said that culture offers principals a “wide-angle 
view” of their schools that provides them with “a broader framework for understanding difficult 
problems and complex relationships within the school” (p. 77).  
Good social relationships in the school community promote the implementation of 
changes that improve student achievement (Bryk & Schneider, 2002), and school improvement 
efforts overall (Thapa et al., 2013). Price and Moolenaar (2015) credited the principal’s social 
relationships as being a deep influence on the learning environment. And while Fullan (2001, 
2003) stated that effective leadership is driven by cultivating meaningful relationships with all 
stakeholders for whom one is responsible, Barnett and McCormick (2004) and Price and 
Moolenaar (2015) said that the principal-teacher relationship is one of the most significant ways 





aspects of organizational climate, like openness, can be measured in part “by exploring open and 
authentic relationships between teachers and principals” (p. 39).  
As accountability has become a central concern for educators, Taylor and Williams 
(2001) contended that principals should focus on longer-term cultural objectives in order to 
improve the learning environment. But due to the extreme contextual variability from school to 
school (demographics, district/state mandates, and a host of other elements that may be beyond 
the control of the principal), the amount of influence that a principal might have on manipulating 
the school environment can vary. So, while some researchers believe that the leader of an 
organization has the ability to create or transform culture, others see limits that may only permit 
leaders to push organizational culture in a specific direction (Van Houtte, 2005).  
Regardless of the complicating factors, the vast majority of the research indicates that a 
principal’s influence over the school environment—which is based largely upon his/her 
relationships—is significant and should not be discounted. Of these relationships, much of the 
literature has focused on the principal-teacher relationship, and far less has been written about 
the principal-student relationship.  
The Principal-Student Relationship 
Authors like Cranston (2012), Hawkes (2010), and Janson, Parikh, Young, and Fudge 
(2011) describe interesting and meaningful relationships between one principal and one student. 
Kudlats (2016) presented a principal who prioritized connecting with students and revealed the 
organizational and human benefits to doing so. The principal-student relationship does indeed 
exist, and to begin to better understand it, how the student has been positioned relative to the 





The student in the history of the principalship. The history of the principalship reveals 
a complex, intense, and messy job, endlessly accumulating new directives and facing new 
challenges, and placing the role in the middle of the tension that has always existed between the 
bureaucracy and the people. And while students do appear throughout the historical accounts of 
the principalship, with the exception of attending to student discipline, which is an inherently 
individualized responsibility, principals were mostly presented as being responsible to and for 
students as an abstract collective; a distant object upon which the system acts, or that acts upon 
the system. And while references to specific principal-student relationships occasionally appear 
in the (mostly descriptive) accounts, they tend to serve as one of countless phenomena to which 
principals must attend, and are rarely ever a main focus. 
The references to student-centered responsibilities that are present, are often ambiguous, 
abstract, or impersonal. For example, “monitoring students” appears frequently as a student-
centered job responsibility (Brown, 2011; Goodwin et al., 2005; Hallinger, 1992; Kafka, 2009), 
but little detail is ever provided as to what this means exactly, or how one would be expected to 
carry out this duty. In fact, much of the scholarship on the history of the principal focuses on 
what the principal’s expectations were, and places those expectations within historical context, 
not on what principals actually did (Kafka, 2009). Far less is known about principals’ actions 
than their expectations. While the absence of specificity regarding the student-centered job 
responsibilities in much of the history does not necessarily indicate an absence of direct 
principal-student relationships throughout the history of the principalship in practice, Beck and 
Murphy (1993) revealed that what was often written about principals indicates that they worked 
with and through the hierarchical structures to meet their responsibilities to students. The 





(predominately teachers).  The position of students as individuals – beyond their appearances as 
a distant collective entity – is a rare image in the historical literature. 
Contemporary conceptions of the PSR. The history of the principalship and more 
recent descriptive accounts of the role reveal increasingly complex contexts through which 
principals must navigate. Principals often exist in a state of tension, pulled between their 
commitments to the district, the school, and individual teachers, staff, and students. The actions 
that result can vary widely from principal to principal, and what appears to be happening might 
not be playing out as expected or hoped. What does remain clear, however – even from the 
limited accounts of the human relationship between principal and student – is that the possible 
influence that a principal can have on students individually and collectively is powerful, and 
worthy of far more attention. 
 Foster (1997) reinforced the historical notions of the principal and principalship, 
including the shifts towards a more relational approach to the position that Beck and Murphy 
(1993) described towards the end of the 20th century. Foster collected data from 600 students 
who graduated high school between 1964 and 1994 in order to gain insight about student images 
of their principals. In his study, he asked students to respond to prompts that required students to 
recall their impressions of their school principals.  Some general trends were noted, such as how 
a majority of respondents graduating between 1964 and 1979 “retained negative images of their 
principals and school operations,” (p. 71) and those graduating between 1982 and 1994 spoke of 
principals more positively as being more concerned and caring, collegial, and collaborative with 
students. However, despite the general trends, reviews of principals and principal leadership 
were mixed, indicating at the very least that student perceptions of principals varied, but more 





 Gentilucci and Muto (2007) burrowed a little deeper into the student perspective in order 
to investigate “what students perceive principals do to influence their academic achievement” (p. 
219). Regardless of student ethnicity, socioeconomic status, academic ability, or English 
proficiency, Gentilucci and Muto found that all students “voiced comparable thoughts and 
feelings about the principals they observed during their school careers” (p. 228). Even though 
principal visibility alone is correlated with positive environmental outcomes in the school, 
students in this study distinguished between principals who were simply visible and those who 
were “approachable” and engaged with students. These “high-influence” principals positively 
influenced academic achievement by making themselves available to “meet with students 
formally and informally to discuss academic and nonacademic matters” (p. 228). Likewise, Silva 
et al. (2011) conducted an experimental study exploring the effects of one-on-one principal-
student discussions about reading test scores and related academic goals. The study found that 
the middle school students who had these discussions with a principal prior to the test performed 
better than those who had their conversations afterwards.  
In addition to possible direct academic outcomes for students, some authors have 
explored broader effects of the principal-student relationship. For example, Janson et al. (2011) 
used a discourse procedure and analysis to measure the reflective nature of a dialogue between a 
principal and a 9th grade student named Fudge regarding their perceptions of practices, processes, 
programs that they believed facilitated college preparedness at the school. Prior to the discourse 
procedure, the principal and Fudge “had not shared significant interactions with each other” (p. 
169). The authors describe the development of a relationship between the two, saying, “the 
power dynamic between [the student and principal] during the discursive reflection develops 





constructing understanding toward transformed action” (p. 171). The authors proceeded to note 
that they eventually perceived “the traditional boundaries between principal and student [to 
dissolve], allowing Fudge to shift from the role of student, to the role of constructive program 
evaluator” (p. 171). The authors  
were struck by the authentic transformations that seemed to occur for the 
principal, for the student, and for the school. Significantly, these transformations 
seemed to occur as the [discourse] process facilitated student and principal 
movement from isolated, idiosyncratic, and (in the case of the student) muted 
understandings to more public, co-constructed collective understandings of the 
schools’ practices, processes, and programs that they believed to support student 
college preparedness and readiness. (p. 177)  
 
In another article exploring leadership practices that promote inclusive practice in diverse 
schools, Ryan (1999) identifies principal accessibility, dialogue, and care as cornerstones for 
building more responsive and inclusive schools. Using narratives from principals, Ryan exposes 
the importance principals place on connecting with all members of the school community. One 
principal stated, “I have an open-door policy for kids and staff. Kids see me all day, and when 
people ask me if I have time to see kids I say, ‘Yes, I always have time to see kids and the other 
things have to go’” (p. 10). Another principal said, “I know them all [students]. You make a 
point of it. You walk around. You make sure that you talk to the kids. If somebody is doing 
something in a play you make a point of knowing that is going on. I think half the success of this 
job is knowing the kids. If you don't know them, you are going to get killed” (p. 11). While these 
responses lack some objective detail, it appears perfectly clear that these principals prioritize 
meaningful connections with students and consider those connections to be critical to meet their 
responsibilities. Castagnera-Westwood (2009) described similar inclusive outcomes when 





Related to this, Lavery and Hine (2013) illustrate the power and potential of direct 
involvement or immersive leadership. Contrary to the afore-mentioned proclivity for some 
principals to work through the hierarchy and organizational structures when implementing 
programs, Lavery and Hine (2013) studied secondary principals’ roles in developing student 
leadership and found that principals who took a direct and personal role in the development, 
implementation, and maintenance of the student leadership programs were better able to feel the 
pulse of the school and improve the overall school climate, culture, and identity. Principals 
considered role modeling and mentoring students to be necessary tasks, and to these principals, 
role modeling moved beyond merely being observed. One principal stated, “I talk to students 
one-on-one.” Another principal described journeying with the student leaders, collaboratively, 
“walking side-by-side” (p. 56). A third principal remarked about the power of their role, saying,  
You must be very careful what [you] say because frequently others take it as 
something that must be acted upon…this is especially the case with prefects and 
senior school leaders who are keen to please you. They watch your every move 
and listen to everything you say and attempt to build it into their leadership 
style…as principal you have this kind of influence whether you want it or not. (p. 
57)  
 
Furthermore, principals noted that “sharing, discussing, and evaluating leadership experiences—
and developing a close relationship with the student leaders themselves” was important (p. 58). 
The research demonstrates that TSR and PSR outcomes presented in this review are 
broad, powerful, interconnected, and complex. As such, some authors (Cranston, 2012; Hawkes, 
2010; Janson et al., 2011) have attempted to direct their gaze on a singular relationship between 
one principal and one student in order to more vividly illustrate the human experience and the 






That said, the implications of these few studies appear to be powerful and far-reaching. 
The gains in individual motivation, engagement, and academic peformance achieved through the 
principal-student relationship in many ways echo the outcomes of the teacher-student 
relationship. However, by extending the virtues of the TSR to the PSR, the potential school-wide 
effects are compelling.   
Towards Conceptual and Theoretical Frameworks for the PSR 
The following synthesizes the conceptual findings for the TSR and PSR presented above 
and provides a brief overview of the common theoretical perspectives used to describe 
relationships in general, and TSRs in particular. This concluding section offers conceptual and 
theoretical frameworks that inform and guide the present study. 
A Conceptual Model for the PSR 
 A synthesis of the findings herein that characterize positive relationships, affective 
qualities and behaviors of the adults in the relationships, and the conditions that help or hinder 
the formation of healthy relationships is summarized in Table 2.3. When these elements coalesce 
to produce meaningful, positive relationships in schools, the benefits are plentiful and 
significant, and go far beyond increased academic achievement to positively impact students’ 
overall development and well-being. Students experience increased motivation and engagement 
(Birch & Ladd, 1997; Gentilucci & Muto, 2007; Klem & Connell, 2004; Roorda et al., 2011; 
Silva et al., 2011), more positive attitudes towards and adjustments to  school (Birch & Ladd, 
1997; Frymier & Houser, 2000; Klem & Connell, 2004), decreased disciplinary and behavioral 
outcomes (Buhs et al., 2017; Crosnoe et al., 2004; Lind, 2014), and improved sense of safety and 
connectedness/community (Freiberg, 2014; Murray, 2014; Poplin & Weeres, 1993). Moreover, 






A Synthesis of Findings/Conditions Influencing Healthy Adult-Student Relationships in Schools 
 
Categories Characteristics/Components 
Adult Affective Qualities, 
Behaviors, Dispositions 
Personal interest/meaningful knowing of students (requiring 
direct interactions) 
Warm, empathetic, confident 
Balance between authority/control and friendliness 
High expectations, encouraging of critical thinking, student 
needs centered, non-directive (promoting student 
initiated/regulated activities) 




concern/understanding for the other 
Closeness—degree of warmth and open communication 
between members 
Minimized conflict/friction, power differential 
Environmental 
Considerations 
Comforting, secure, hospitable (people feel free to explore, 
interact, and share ideas) 
Size 
 
improved school improvement efforts (Barnett & McCormick, 2004; Bryk & Schneider, 2002; 
Janson et al., 2011; Kudlats, 2016; Lavery & Hine, 2013; Price & Moolenaar, 2015; Thapa et al., 
2013).  
While numerous obstacles exist that hinder the formation of positive relationships in 
schools, the “uniqueness” of each relationship is possibly the biggest challenge with which to 
grapple. The characteristics, histories, experiences, and subjectivities that each individual brings 
to the relationship, along with the distinctiveness of each relational environment precludes the 
creation of any concrete, objective conceptual framework through which these relationships 
might be evaluated. Similarly, determining a relevant and appropriate theoretical framework 






The review of literature revealed the lack of existing research exploring the principal-
student relationship, and thus no relevant theoretical frameworks for the phenomenon upon 
which to draw. Additionally, the dominant theoretical frameworks most often used to view either 
relationships or leadership did not seem sufficient.  
Relationship theories. The complex human relationship, having been studied for 
decades, has yielded numerous theoretical approaches and perspectives to explain the many 
different kinds of relationships (see Solomon & Vangelisti, 2010 for examples).  
According to Harvey and Wenzel (2006), there are four major theoretical perspectives in 
the study of close relationships. Evolutionary theorists attempt to explain relationships from a 
sociobiological perspective—how relationships facilitate the survival of the species. The social 
exchange/equity perspectives are rule-based approaches that suggest relationships operate on a 
cost-benefit basis. The cognitive-behavioral/social learning approaches posit that people’s 
attitudes and behaviors towards others are constantly being adjusted based upon their thinking 
and perceiving of the many different relational encounters. Lastly, the attachment approaches 
assert that the characteristics of the formation of child-caregiver bonds shaped during infancy are 
analogous to the characteristics of the formation of adult bonds later in life.  
According to Roorda et al. (2011), the most common theoretical approaches used to 
explore the teacher-student relationship come from the attachment and social-motivational 
perspectives (see Table 2.4). Based primarily on the mother-child relationship, attachment theory 
can be “extended” to the teacher-child relationship. Attachment theory suggests that strong  
parent-child relationships provide the child with a sense of comfort and security, which in turn 






Dominant Theoretical Perspectives Used to Explore the TSR 
Theoretical Perspective Focus Dimensions 
Attachment 





Social-Motivational             
(self-system/self-
determination) 
Evaluating the extent to which 





attachment functions similarly with the teacher analogous to the parent, resulting in the child’s 
deeper engagement in school (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Johnson, 2014; Roorda et al., 2011). Studies 
using the attachment perspective typically evaluate the quality of a TSR with respect to three 
dimensions: 1) closeness—referring to the degree of warmth and openness of communication, 2) 
conflict—negative, coercive, or clashing interactions, and 3) dependency—meaning a child’s 
overly needy or clingy behaviors (Pianta, 2001). 
Arising from a social-motivational perspective, self-system (Connell & Wellborn, 1991) 
or self-determination (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991; Ryan & Powelson, 1991) 
theories propose that student motivation and engagement are determined by the extent to which 
certain psychological needs are met. Namely, the need for: 1) relatedness—which 
teachers can meet by being involved with students (i.e., caring for and being interested in 
the student), 2) autonomy—providing students with the freedom to make their own choices and 
revealing the connections between curriculum and students’ experience, and 3) competence—
establishing clear rules and boundaries. (Roorda et al., 2011).  
Leadership theories. Most leadership theories, such as professional, moral, 





lenses of leaders, followers, and common goals; each considered its own complete entity in 
which nature (or the body) and mind are separate (Fitzsimons, 2012; Uhl-Bien, 2006). This 
entity perspective favors objective truth over the unique, subjective behaviors, personalities, 
intentions, perspectives, or expectations of individuals (Uhl-Bien, 2006). Fitzsimons (2012) 
cautions that the entity perspective tends to overlook the rich data that can be found during the 
relational processes, focusing primarily on the tools, strategies, behaviors, or characteristics that 
leaders have or use to influence followers. Relational leadership theory, however, appears to be 
more appropriate for the purposes of this study, as it draws from both entity and social 
constructionist perspectives to “more fully explore the relational dynamics of leadership and 
organizing” (Uhl-Bien, 2006, p. 654). 
Relational leadership theory. From an entity perspective, relationships may only be 
seen as the vehicle that transports “knowledge or influencing strategies between entities.” From a 
constructionist perspective, relationships are “processes in which individuals come to experience 
themselves, others, and other organizational phenomena through the on-going flow of 
intersubjective meaning-making in different cultural and social contexts” (Fitzsimons, 2012, p. 
155). In other words, the entity perspective views a relationship as a static “thing,” and the 
constructionist perspective views a relationship as a dynamic process. Leadership is also 
typically viewed through either an entity or a constructivist lens. The entity and constructivist 
perspectives come from two different ontological and epistemological perspectives (the entity 
perspective coming from the modernist worldview, and the constructivist coming from the 
postmodernist worldview), and thus, a strong divide has remained between the two. As 
relationships are critical components of both entity and constructivist perspectives, relational 





understanding of leadership and the contexts through which organizations and its members make 
meaningful connections (Ospina & Uhl-Bien, 2012; Uhl-Bien, 2006).  
 Still a developing theory, relational leadership theory may offer the most comprehensive 
lens through which to view the principal-student relationship. Its consideration of relationships 
as a process, where those involved highly value each other’s roles, makes leadership more 
egalitarian and collaborative (Fletcher, 2012). Relational leadership theory does not see those 
involved as managers and subordinates, but as participants, collaborators, or partners engaged in 
an interactive process (Uhl-Bien, 2006).  
Fitzsimons (2012) notes that people form relational schemas over the course of their lives 
that influence their responses to stress or anxiety, for example. These schemas help members of 
organizations make decisions (both conscious and unconscious) as to how they react to 
leadership and with whom they associate. Context, both current and past, influences the relations 
that exist within an organization and the practice of leadership. 
While there is a strong divide between entity and constructivist perspectives on 
leadership, relational leadership theory incorporates the social-motivational approaches favored 
by some relationship theories, along with an understanding of the entity or organizational 
components of many leadership theories. Furthermore, relational leadership theory has yet to be 
meaningfully incorporated into the educational leadership domain. While it may seem to hold the 
most promise as the theory through which to better understand the PSR, the relative newness of 
the theory, its nonexistence in educational leadership theory, and the lack of research into the 






Relationships are crucial to a child’s growth and development. They also play a critical 
role in the establishment, maintenance, and improvement of the school environment, which in 
turn, also affects children’s growth and development. As such, relationships are an essential 
phenomenon in schools. While a great deal of scholarship exists regarding the main adult-child 
relationship in school, the teacher-student relationship, very little exists regarding the principal-
student relationship. And since the PSR does indeed exist, this study attempts to contribute to 
filling the gap in the literature. This chapter also provided a synthesis of the research concerning 
the TSR and PSR produced a general conceptual framework, and briefly explored some possible 











CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
 This qualitative dissertation focuses on the phenomenon of the principal-student 
relationship. More specifically, this study centers on the experiences of principals and students 
engaged in meaningful relationships, and the meanings that are constructed by the relationship 
participants. Narrative inquiry (described in more detail in the Qualitative Research section 
below) was used to explore these experiences and the meaning-making connected to the PSR 
phenomenon.     
Chapter Three discusses the methodological design for this study. It is organized into ten 
sections: (a) aim of the study, (b) qualitative research approach, (c) participants and settings, (d) 
data collection and procedures, (e) data analysis, (f) ethical considerations, (g) trustworthiness, 
(h) positionality, (i) limitations, and (j) conclusion.  
Aim of the Study 
The aim of this qualitative study was to explore and describe meaningful principal-
student relationships. In an effort to seek deeper understanding of the phenomenon, the following 
questions directed the investigation of meaningful PSRs:  
• What does the principal-student relationship mean to a principal and his/her students? 
• How does a principal describe the interactions he/she has with his/her students, and vice-
versa? 
• What purpose(s) do(es) the PSR serve to the principal/students/school? 





Qualitative Research Approach 
These questions are best suited for a qualitative study due to their focus on “social 
phenomena and human behavior and interaction” (Lichtman, 2013, p. 4). Rodriguez (2008) 
stated that qualitative methodology is necessary to acquire a deeper understanding of how 
student-adult relationships influence students’ experiences. Rodriguez said,  
Such inquiry not only encourages an examination of how and why questions, but 
should also prioritize the voices and experiences of students themselves. While 
often nascent in the literature, students’ perspectives can illuminate the intricacies 
involved in relationships, precisely because they are asymmetrically positioned to 
adults in the school context. (2008, p. 438) 
 
While Rodriguez emphasizes illuminating student perspectives, the qualitative approach would 
similarly illuminate principal perspectives.  
More specifically, narrative inquiry was used in this study, as narrative inquiry is 
designed to understand and make meaning of lived experience (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 
Through stories/narratives, a researcher can capture and reveal the subjective and nuanced 
aspects of human life (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Montero & Washington, 2011).  Narrative 
inquiry incorporates first person accounts and often involves the researcher as the “reinterpreter” 
of the stories, offering a “retelling” of the stories (Lichtman, 2013). 
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) reported that the intended contribution of a narrative 
inquiry study is the making of a new sense of significance and meaning regarding a research 
topic, as opposed to providing a concrete set of results that could incrementally add to 
understandings in a field of study.  The emphasis in this approach “is on the story and often the 
epiphany” (Lichtman, 2013, p. 95). The value of this kind of subjective generalization is not in 
its “scalability,” but in its ability to illuminate the phenomenon in new ways, and hopefully spark 





Narrative inquiry is one of many qualitative approaches (including, but not limited to life 
history research, phenomenology, ethnography, and autoethnography) that draws upon stories. 
Like any other research paradigm, narrative inquiry is not without critique. It is rooted in the 
postmodern response to the empirical modernist approaches that seek objective truths. Like other 
postmodern approaches, narrative methodologies prioritize contextual, subjective, 
individualistic, and social construction of knowledge and meaning. As such, Dwyer and emerald 
(2017) acknowledge that narrative methods tend to lack “clearly defined rules or processes that 
can be learned and simply applied” (p. 2).  Dwyer and emerald (2017) state that there are a “wide 
range of divergent approaches that are described as making use of narrative methods. Stories 
may be fully formed by the participant then analysed by the researcher, or take the form of 
snippets of data that are ‘storied’ by the researcher” (pp. 1-2). It is this latter approach that I 
selected for this study.  
The subjective construction of knowledge and meaning as well as the involved role of the 
researcher may be troubling to some. However, as Barone and Eisner (2006) claim, research 
does not need to be only concerned about pursuing objective truths and finding ways to “explain, 
predict, and sometimes control the outcomes of similar future events” (p. 96). They offer arts-
based educational research (ABER), of which narrative construction and storytelling is one form, 
as another way to improve educational policy and perspective. For Barone and Eisner (2006), 
“ABER is not aimed at a quest for certainty. Its purpose may instead be described as the 
enhancement of perspectives” (p. 96, emphasis in original). Arts-based research can propose new 
ways of viewing phenomena with a desire to “broaden and deepen ongoing conversation about 
educational policy and practice by calling attention to seemingly common-sensical, taken-for-





Arts-based educational research incorporates design elements (format and language, for 
example) that tend to stray from the traditional forms of research that prioritize common 
structures and conventional academic language. The hope is that arts-based researchers might 
design a “format that will achieve the heuristic purposes of enhancing perspectives and raising 
important educational questions in the minds of the readers” using language that “may be 
characterized as evocative, contextual, and vernacular” (Barone & Eisner, 2006, pp. 96-97).  
Participants and Settings 
 As this study is concerned with the relationship between principals and students, it is 
those subjects who were engaged. A combination of convenience and purposive sampling (Elliot, 
Fairweather, Olsen, & Pampaka, 2016; Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2016) was used to identify 
four principals (two from middle school, and two from high school) to participate in this study. 
Participants were selected based on 1) convenience (practical criteria like location, availability, 
and willingness to participate) and 2) aligning with the purpose of the study (participants who 
were known by the researcher or the researcher’s advisor as having rich student relationships, 
and not taking into account participants’ race, gender, age. etc.). Due to ethical considerations 
and limitations placed on this study by the university’s Institutional Review Board, no current 
students were asked to participate. Principals were asked to attempt to identify any former 
students with whom he/she felt a meaningful, or “close” PSR may have existed. Speaking with 
former students who satisfied these criteria provided me with insight into how some students 
defined and characterized meaningful or positive relationships with their principals, and it gave 
me a view of some relationships beyond the sole perception of the principal.  
 Of the four principals, the convenience sampling led me to two who happened to work in 





embraced both the public and private school principals for this study, mindful of noting potential 
similarities and differences between the two domains as I would progress through the analysis. 
Given the apparent differences between the public and private schools (with respect to race, 
socio-economic status, and other demographic concerns, along with significant differences in 
enrollment numbers), I thought it might be interesting to look at both for this study.  
 The two public school principals (one from middle school, and one from high school) 
were suggested by the dissertation committee chair, as I was not familiar with public school 
principals in the research area, and the chair was aware of a few local principals who might have 
been appropriate for this study. The two private school principals lead the middle and upper 
school divisions at a local private school with which I had become familiar. Aside from a short 
conversation with these two principals on an unrelated subject, I had no prior interactions with 
either of them.  
 The four principals, whose brief biographies are presented at the beginning of Chapter 
Four, lead middle and high school divisions. Connor (pseudonym) is a white male who leads 
Taylor Middle School (pseudonym).  Taylor MS is a suburban middle school serving 
approximately 780 students in grades six through eight. It is a Title I school located 
approximately seven miles east of a Southeastern city. Its student body is approximately 54% 
Black, 36% Hispanic, 5% White, 5% other. The state’s Department of Public Instruction 
assigned Taylor MS a failing performance grade in the 2016-2017 academic year (the most 
recent year for which data was publicly available). Kevin (pseudonym) is an African-American 
male who leads Timberwolf High School, a suburban high school approximately seven miles 
north of the same city. Timberwolf HS is also a Title I school serving approximately 1,500 





22% Hispanic, and 6% other. The state’s Department of Public Instruction assigned Timberwolf 
HS with a C performance grade for the 2016-2017 academic year. 
The Smithfield Academy (pseudonym) is located in the suburbs of a neighboring 
Southern city. It is an independent, nonsectarian, co-educational day school serving 
approximately 1200 students in grades pk through 12. All divisions (elementary, middle, and 
upper) are housed in separate buildings on one large campus. Deborah (pseudonym), a white 
female, leads the middle school division, and Paul, a white male, leads the high school division. 
Many campus facilities, like the arts building, athletics building, and library/technology center 
are shared between the divisions. The middle school division houses approximately 315 students, 
and the upper school division houses just over 400. Tuition in the middle and upper school 
division is approximately $23,000 per year, and the school offers merit-based and need-based 
financial aid. The school does not publish specific demographic information on its students or 
performance data. Three students were also interviewed for this study. Two of whom were 
Connor’s former students, and one who was a former student of Paul’s.  
Data Collection and Procedures 
Data collection for this study utilized individual participant interviews (Lichtman, 2013, 
p. 189), observations of principals and field notes composed during and/or immediately 
following the interviews and observations. On extremely few occasions, a short phone call or 
email exchange with a participant may have contained a noteworthy quote, and in those cases, 
the quote was recorded in field notes. The on-site observations occurred in order to better 
understand and experience the school context in which the relationships take place, and to 
witness any direct interactions between principals and students. Interviewing is the main method 





field notes are essential means of documenting contextual information in qualitative studies 
(Creswell, 2013; Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2018). Field notes documented basic information such 
as, times, locations, and participants, along with details about the setting, specific moments 
witnessed and/or noteworthy quotes overheard, as well as my own real-time insights and 
reflections experienced during the interviews and observations in order to reveal or emphasize 
relevant contextual information (Lichtman, 2013; Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2018). Participant 
interviews were semi-structured and guided by the research questions, but as narrative inquiry 
prefers the story as the source of data, participants were encouraged to speak unencumbered by 
specific questions. At times, interviews required some guiding questions/prompts, which are 
presented in Appendix A (Principal Interview Protocol) and Appendix B (Student Interview 
Protocol). Interview audio was recorded and transcribed. Occasionally, unrelated or noncritical 
elements were removed from the interview transcripts (phone call interruptions, announcements 
over the walkie-talkie or public address system, etc.), though the interruptions were often noted 
in the fieldnotes.      
Driven by the research questions, each principal was asked to speak about student 
relationships in general and relationships with individual students in particular. In other words, 
the principals were asked to speak about their understandings/feelings towards/perceptions of 
PSRs in general (what the PSR means to them, what purposes they believe the PSR serves to the 
principal/to the school/to the student(s), etc.), and asked to describe or talk about any current or 
past relationships with any student(s) in particular. Similarly, each student participant was asked 
to talk about his/her relationship with his/her principal.  
 Following approval from the university’s Institutional Review Board (IRB), letters were 





participation. In that letter, I explained the scope of their involvement (interviews, selecting 
former students, possible follow-up interviews), along with relevant ethical information 
(anonymizing, confidentiality, etc.). I worked with each principal to establish a schedule for 
interviews. Interviews with principals were conducted in person at their school site. Interviews 
with the former student participants were conducted in person or over the phone. Interviews, 
observations, and their corresponding field notes were the only means of data collection for this 
study.  
Data Analysis 
 While “stories themselves are not research”, narrative inquiry requires the researcher to 
interpret and make meaning of the stories (Lichtman, 2013, p. 95). The writing up process was 
intertwined with the analytic process, as writing up is a “method of discovery and analysis” 
(Richardson, 1994, p. 516). Clandinin (2016) says that narrative inquiry is “fluid” and is “not a 
set of procedures or linear steps to be followed but a relational inquiry methodology that is open 
to where the stories of participants’ experience take each researcher” (p. 33). As such, my 
analysis of the data began while data was being collected, and continued throughout the write-up 
of the final “story” presented in Chapter Four.  The process of memoing was used throughout the 
data collection and analysis phase. Memoing is a reflexive process that allows the researcher to 
clarify thinking, articulate assumptions and subjective perspectives, and ensure the retention of 
thoughts or ideas. As revealing meaning and significance is an aim of qualitative research, 
memoing is a strategy that facilitates this endeavor by reflecting upon what might actually be 
happening in the data (Birks, Chapman, & Francis, 2008).  
 As data were collected, I began memoing alongside transcripts and field notes. While 





individual interviews and observations. Upon the completion of data collection, I began to code 
the data using concepts and themes devised from the literature review presented in Chapter Two 
and summarized in Table 3.1. As I was also interested in new ideas, themes, or narratives that 
might appear during the data collection and analysis phases, I created new codes when 
appropriate. During the coding stage, I followed the iterative coding process as described by 
Lichtman (2013, p. 252). Throughout the coding process, I continued memoing. 
Table 3.1 
List of A Priori Codes Devised from the Literature Review 
Student 
Characteristic/Affect/Behavior Codes   
Principal  
Characteristic/Affect/Behavior Codes 
Increased Motivation/Engagement  Personal Interest/Meaningful Knowing of Students 
Feeling cared for  Authority/Friendliness Balance 
Feeling connected  Empathy/Warmth 
Academic Achievement   Encouragement 
Improved behavior/discipline  High Expectations 
Adjustment to school   Time constraints 
Feeling secure  Other Job Responsibilities 
Increased Satisfaction with school  Engaging/Interacting with Students 
Positive attitude towards school  Academic Discussions with Students 
   
Relationship Characteristic Codes   School Environment Codes 
Open Comm./warmth (Closeness)  Class/School Size 
Concern for the other's well-being  Hospitable Environment (share ideas and interact)  
  Comforting, Secure Environment 
  Sense of community (environmental) 
  
 After numerous readings of the data, I decided to “retell” or “restory” the stories as one 
new story. Restorying is essentially “the process of reorganizing the stories into some general 
type of framework,” often in a chronological sequence (Creswell, 2013, p. 74). Polkinghorne 
(1995) describes this narrative approach as one in which “researchers collect descriptions of 





stories” (p. 12). Observation data was used to provide both the chronological framework for the 
story as well as a significant amount of detail surrounding many of the interpersonal interactions. 
The interview data was used to provide details about specific relationships, but also to provide 
context, reveal participant feelings, ideas, motivations, and interpretations of experiences related 
to the principal-student relationship.    
Ethical Considerations 
 I have completed a required ethics training module provided by the university and 
followed IRB procedures and guidelines as I engaged study participants. Letters of request were 
sent electronically to each participant introducing said participant to the study and its aims. After 
agreeing to participate, and before each interview, participants were asked to complete/sign 
permission forms.  
 Hardcopy documents (transcripts, primary documents, researcher journals, etc.) were 
kept in my home office. Electronic data, including audio files, were stored on password-
protected university servers. Furthermore, all place names and personal names used in the study 
have been anonymized. However, in such a small, detailed, and personal study, absolute 
anonymity could not be guaranteed, and this was communicated to participants prior to their 
agreement to participate.  
Trustworthiness 
 Evaluating quality and rigor in narrative inquiry studies is a difficult endeavor. Clandinin 
and Connelly (2000) do not offer comprehensive answers on the subject other than to “encourage 
narrative inquirers to be thoughtful” (p. 188). However, Loh (2013) draws upon literature on 
qualitative research broadly, and narrative research particularly to propose a set of criteria for use 





(a) member checking, (b) participant truth, (c) verisimilitude, and (d) utility. I have attempted to 
incorporate these criteria to ensure quality in this study. 
Member Checking 
 Member checking is a method that researchers use to validate or verify the accuracy of 
the researcher’s analysis and/or findings, or collaborate with the participants to ensure a precise 
accounting (Tracy, 2010). Participants were asked if they would like to see a copy of the 
interview transcript after it was created. All declined.  
Participant Truth 
 This study pursues the meaning(s) that are constructed by the participants through their 
stories and does not seek to verify any kind of objective truth. Still, ensuring that each participant 
is providing an accurate and consistent interpretation of his or her reality is important. Mishler 
(1990) used a concept called “text sampling” (p. 427) to verify internal consistency within the 
narrative. Through multiple interviews and dialogue with each participant, repeated 
listenings/readings of interviews, and focused analyses of significant events, I was able to 
perform a quality check on the participant’s stories. 
Verisimilitude  
Much more difficult to achieve through any set of specific procedures, the concept of 
verisimilitude aims to ensure a study’s plausibility and resonance with the reader. Eisner (1997) 
claimed that well-crafted narratives can provide others with meaningful, deep, and insightful 
access to our lives and the lives of others. Loh (2013) stated that verisimilitude “allows others to 
have a vicarious experience of being in the similar situation and thereby being able to understand 
the decisions made and the emotions felt by the participants in the study” (p. 10). In the final 





descriptions of context to every extent possible in order to make the story ‘come to life.’ 
Moreover, I believe that my own experience with the PSR only aided in my ability to achieve 
verisimilitude in this study.  
Utility 
 The new sense of meaning and understanding that narrative inquiry can create can be 
valuable to those who work in a similar professional context (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 
Through the member checking, participant truth, and verisimilitude, it is my hope that this study 
may provide principals and those who work with them, train them, or those who may simply be 
concerned with the principalship with a useful basis on which future work or study may be 
grounded.   
Positionality 
I was a middle school principal at a private, kindergarten through eighth grade day school 
in a suburb of a large Southeastern city for over six years prior to enrolling in a full-time Ph.D. 
program in education in a neighboring state. Before my six years as a principal, I had served as a 
math teacher and assistant principal at that same school for eight years. At the outset of that first 
teaching job, I was 22 years old. Enrollment at the day school was still relatively small but 
growing. The school was eight years old at the time, and the middle school division housed 
approximately 60 students and eight teachers (some of which were shared with the elementary 
division). I started my career teaching math in grades four through eight. Within two years, 
middle school enrollment had grown such that I was able to teach math exclusively in the middle 
school. As the school was young and small, students and staff were close and deeply familiar 
with each other. The middle school was housed at one end of the school, with its eight 





student or staff member to go for more than an hour without seeing practically everyone else in 
the division.  
A few weeks into the 2001-2002 school year—my second year at the school—the 
September 11th attacks occurred, having a profound impact on our school community, just as it 
did on a sizeable portion of the world. In the early hours, days, and weeks following the attacks, 
information was limited, and most in our school community—like many others around the 
world—were on edge. As a school community, we became much closer with one another as we 
grappled with the tensions, confusion, and existential questions that arose from that event. The 
students present at the time eventually graduated, and over the years, many of the school staff 
from that year moved on to other opportunities. The school-specific memories of September 11th, 
2001 would ultimately only remain with the select few who had been there at the time. However, 
those events—along with others, of course—helped build a culture of closeness and support that 
would become a defining characteristic of the ethos of the school.  
During the early years of my employment, the school was growing rapidly, and the 
programming and infrastructure necessary to sustain the school’s growth needed to advance in 
kind. I coordinated numerous projects associated with growing the school, and by 2004, the 
middle school division moved into a brand-new facility a quarter mile down the road from the 
school’s main campus. Between 2004 and 2007, in my capacity as assistant principal, I taught a 
few math classes, performed various administrative tasks, and coordinated numerous school 
events and programs like the yearbook, video department, and class camping trips and trips to 
New York, Washington, D.C., and Israel. All of this kept me deeply connected to students and 
families. In the middle of the 2007-2008 school year, the middle school principal left abruptly, 





For the most part, I was confident in my ability to perform the role, as I was intimately 
familiar with practically every detail of the organization. However, I was nervous about whether 
or not the community—primarily the affluent parents who were paying large sums of money for 
their children’s education—would have faith in such a young principal. I stepped into the role, 
vowing to just do the best I could. I had grown very attached to the school and the people over 
the years. It was my family. I could not give the community anything less than my best efforts.  
The culture of familiarity, closeness, support, and cooperation was something that I 
deeply believed in and wanted to sustain. In my conversations with parents, staff, and families, it 
was clear that those were also the features that they most valued about the school. In that respect, 
our goals were very much aligned. Early on in my principalship, I struggled to maintain 
meaningful relationships with students. The demands of the job were constantly pulling me away 
from them. I wrestled to understand if relationships with students had become an indulgence that 
I could no longer afford in this new position.  
By this time, our middle school had over 200 students and over 30 staff. I was the sole 
administrator on our middle school campus. Between not having any other administrative staff to 
mediate issues, the numerous student-centered activities I continued to oversee (field trips, etc.), 
and the manageable size of the school, I was able to stay connected to many of the students on a 
meaningful level. Over the years, I realized that those relationships with students (in addition to 
the relationships with staff and families) kept me very deeply familiar with what was going on in 
the school, and ultimately improved my leadership and the school.  
Spending time with my students provided me with more data about the teaching and 
learning that was taking place than most of what comes from standardized tests. During this 





loads, students’ fondness for or concerns with teachers, and numerous other conditions that 
would influence the lives of those for whom I was responsible. So, when I would draft policies 
or facilitate meetings, that firsthand information was essential. My direct interaction with 
students became an important focus of my time and energy because it helped me do my job. It 
was not easy. I had to carve out time to be with students. In addition to periodically sitting in on 
classes, I would make sure that I was in the halls during class transitions. I would spend time in 
the cafeteria during lunch. I would stand outside the building before and after school as students 
arrived and departed. I would hang out at extracurricular activities and sports practices. Thanks 
to the student relationships I attempted to cultivate, the result was that I developed a richer and 
more meaningful connection to my community. 
 As I progressed through a Ph.D. program, and became further removed from my 
experience as a principal, I struggled to determine what should be the focus of my scholarly 
attention. I considered exploring the arts in school, as I had always been impressed by what they 
appeared to do for the overall culture of a school. I considered exploring field trips and 
experiential education, as I had always been amazed by their potential to provide interesting, new 
learning opportunities and their ability to bring together and strengthen the community. 
Ultimately, I realized that it was the relationships that seemed to provide the foundation for the 
vast majority of the work that I did as a principal. As I began to investigate the body of research 
that might contain the principal-student relationship, I was surprised to find very little on the 
subject. I was primarily interested in the lack of research because I had a very strong feeling that 
there were many other principals out there who prioritized having meaningful relationships with 
students. I knew then that I wanted to learn more about the phenomenon and contribute to filling 






 Narrative inquiry provides the ideal vehicle to explore and describe how principals and 
students make sense of their lived experiences in relation to each other. The selection of middle 
school and high school principals, and the students of their choosing, may reveal the personal 
insights into their own perceptions of the relationship that they may share with each other. 
Thoughtful analysis combined with an adherence to ethical considerations and issues of 
trustworthiness will ensure the study’s authenticity, validity, and usefulness. Through an 
acknowledgment of my own experience, the review of literature, and the principles governing 
the narrative inquiry approach, this study’s guiding questions will help focus the scope of the 
inquiry and ultimately provide a strong framework for the development of interesting narratives 
about and a robust discussion of the principal-student relationship.  









CHAPTER 4: DJ’s STORY 
 Chapter Four presents the findings of this study in the form of narrative story detailing a 
day in the life of a fictional high school principal, named Dr. Daniel Jones. Dr. Jones, or DJ as 
many call him, is a composite character based upon the characteristics and experiences of the 
four principals from this study. As such, and prior to the beginning of DJ’s story, I have included 
each principal’s brief biography to provide additional context and background for the story. At 
the end of the chapter, Figure 4.1 presents a visual representation of DJ’s day.  
Principals’ Biographies 
Connor’s Story 
 Connor began his education pursuits as an undergraduate in a liberal arts college in the 
northeast. Beginning in his sophomore year, Connor took education classes, many of which 
required field experiences in a variety of educational settings. Connor valued the range of 
experiences he had, from elementary to high schools, and at schools across the socioeconomic 
spectrum. Connor met his student teaching requirements at a “wealthy, white high school.” 
While he was there, he recalled,  
I remember teaching and juniors and seniors in high school and had an experience 
where I had to sit in front of the school board president and the superintendent 
and change a kid's grades because the kid got a B+, and the mom wanted him to 
go to Brown or something, so they needed to get him an A. And I was like, ‘the 
kid didn't earn an A... and really, a B+ is a stretch.’ But I was just learning how to 
grade—learning education. I was like, ‘This is not the type of environment that is 
best suited for me and my skill set.’ 
 
Connor gravitated more towards schools that served populations to which he felt he could 





mother worked in various capacities for the school district, starting off as a cafeteria worker. 
Connor taught for one year in the northeast at a private Christian school that served low income 
families before securing a teaching job at Taylor Middle. At that point, he “just fell in love.” 
Connor understands that while he does not “look like the kids” he serves, he “can relate in ways 
of need and [not] having.” For Connor, working in low-performing, majority minority, low SES 
schools is his ‘calling.’ That environment is “where [he] needs to be. [It] is where [he is] best 
suited.”  
Connor taught social studies and summer school math at Taylor Middle for two years. In 
2007, he left the school to pursue a Master’s and doctoral degree in school administration at a 
local university. After receiving his administrative credentials, Connor spent two years as an 
assistant principal at a local high school (which had a similar demographic to Taylor Middle), 
and then four years as the principal at another local middle school before being asked to return to 
Taylor. In 2015, Connor returned to Taylor Middle School as its new principal.  
Kevin’s Story 
 Kevin did not plan to pursue a career in education when he was in college. Kevin hoped 
to be a psychologist. After earning his undergraduate degree in psychology, Kevin earned his 
graduate degree in counseling education. Even then, Kevin was thinking about becoming an 
agency counselor as opposed to a school counselor. While he loved his internship at a high 
school, he did not feel as though the education system would provide the income he was hoping 
for. Kevin said, “I thought psychology—the ubiquitous dream of $100 an hour to sit and listen to 






 Kevin and his wife moved to southern Florida, where he was “doing clinical family 
therapy for teenage substance abuse users and their families all over the less glamorous parts” of 
the city. While he did love the job, it also frustrated him. Many of the families with which he 
worked struggled to commit to the therapy. Kevin stated, 
[I was] Frustrated with the fact that the families couldn't organize themselves 
enough to always make the meetings. I have a full schedule, eight hours a day. 
Seven or eight therapy sessions, home visits in the heat of Miami. You drive 45 
minutes, you get there, kids not there, family's not there, or they're all there and 
tell you they don't want to do therapy that day. I grew frustrated with that. 
 
Kevin and his wife moved to his current city in the Southeast when they were ready to 
start a family. Kevin and his wife purchased a home from a long-time local principal, who told 
Kevin that he should be in education, given his race. While Kevin initially laughed off the 
comment, he began thinking more seriously about it when he realized he needed a job that was 
more stable than his clinical therapy work. He contacted a local school district’s human 
resources department, which sent him to meet with a principal at a local high school. Kevin 
described the conversation with the principal as follows, 
I walked into the office, [and] the principal said, ‘Oh, a black man in a suit. 
You're bald. Got a master's in counseling? You're hired.’ That was literally the 
interview. It was literally 30 seconds. He said, ‘Go down to HR, tell them I want 
you.’ ‘For what position?’ It turned out to be a dropout prevention counseling 
position, working with kids, much like the kids I used to work with—disorganized 
kids who were unable to figure out a way to make school work.  
  
While he kept his title of Dropout Prevention Counselor, Kevin quickly began assuming 
some administrative responsibilities, which placed him in a more visible position around the 
school. The school had 1600 students, and Kevin loved the fact that he could see the kids every 
day. It was in no way like his previous jobs where he struggled just to meet with people. Here at 
the high school, Kevin was around kids that he “could see every single day—that [he] could 





 While Kevin was working the high school counseling job, his principal encouraged him 
to begin a master’s program in administration so that he could make a larger impact on a school. 
Kevin believed that his lack of teaching experience would ensure that he would never move 
beyond the level of an assistant principal, and he was fine with that. Kevin completed the 
master’s program in administration, and after a couple of school placements, he was sent to 
Timberwolf High School, where he spent the next six years as an assistant principal. Kevin said, 
I spent the next six years here learning every nook and cranny of this building, the 
population and the staff and the administration, and just loved it. That's when I 
knew I would be principal here one day. I knew that. 
 
Kevin spent a few years as a principal at another local high school before he was asked to 
return to Timberwolf.  
Deborah’s Story 
 Deborah wanted to be a teacher ever since she was in second grade. Over the years, she 
tried to think about other occupations that would interest her, but she always returned to the idea 
of teaching. “I just felt that it was my calling,” she said. After college, Deborah began teaching 
nursery school and kindergarten. After teaching for a few years, she took some time to stay at 
home and raise her children. When Deborah and her family moved to this area, she applied for a 
teaching position at a number of public schools, and Smithfield Academy. It was difficult for 
Deborah to say exactly why Smithfield Academy, other than the fact that she was intrigued by it 
as she drove by. At that point, Deborah had recently completed a master’s degree in reading and 
the Smithfield Academy job was teaching middle school reading. While Deborah had not taught 
middle school before, she thought that the job was perfect, given her training and experience. 
 She stayed in that role at Smithfield Academy for nine years, during which time, she 





certification, Deborah also worked for the National Board coaching teachers who were going 
through the process themselves, assessing candidate portfolios, and training other teachers to be 
assessors. This experience helped position her to begin a new role as the Assistant Head of 
Middle School. The middle school’s head at the time was beginning to assume more school-wide 
responsibilities, so the assistant head position was created to provide some more administrative 
support in the middle school.  
 Deborah loved her new role. She said, 
Up until that point, my leadership journey had been [as a] team leader [and] 
things like that. […] I had a lot of coaching experience, and this [assistant head] 
position was a coaching teachers position, so I’d say it was a dream job because I 
got to coach faculty and yet I still had two classes of middle school students and 
loved, loved those ... that straddling position. 
 
After a few years as the assistant head of middle school, Deborah was promoted to Head 
of Middle School. Other than her work with the National Board, Deborah did not have any 
leadership or administrative training. However, she does believe that the work that she did for 
the National Board helped prepare her somewhat for her new role as a division head. 
Furthermore, Deborah appreciated the school’s facilitation and support of ongoing leadership 
training.  
Deborah’s 28 years at Smithfield Academy has placed her in a unique position to have 
witnessed the school’s growth and change over a long period of time. She also had to wrestle 
with her own growth and change. She stated, 
I had to wrestle with moving out of the classroom completely, and I would say 
that's the biggest thing. Often principals or division heads, they're people from the 
classroom. I had to come to terms with myself that my impact on kids would be 
different, and hopefully it would be still building relationships, but coaching 
teachers to build those relationships and to do the right pedagogical things. That's 
where that comfort zone had to be found. I like to get back into the classroom. I 





that heavy amount of strategic work, it was not fair on the kids. I had other people 
covering for me too many times. 
 
Paul’s Story 
Paul grew up attending independent schools. After graduating from an independent 
school, Paul went off to an Ivy League university thinking that he would ultimately become a 
sports agent or work for the FBI. Questioning his own ambitions, Paul got involved in tutoring in 
university and ended up teaching summer school for a group of mostly international students at a 
private high school after his junior year. Nearing the end of his undergraduate program, Paul 
applied for boarding school fellowships. After graduating, Paul participated in a year-long 
fellowship at a boarding school where he “taught math, coached football, baseball, [and] lived in 
a dorm.” During this time, he was applying to law schools, not necessarily thinking about 
pursuing a career as an educator.  
 Paul earned his law degree and practiced corporate law in the Northeast for three years 
before quitting law and moving with his wife to the west coast. There, he began a dialogue with a 
major league sports franchise, and while he waited for something to materialize, he “put [his] 
name out for substitute teaching gigs, just to bide [his] time.” Around the time he began a long-
term substitute job as a math teacher and baseball coach at an independent school, he also began 
working part-time as a consultant for that sports company. After two years of part-time teaching 
and part-time consulting, the school and the sports franchise both offered Paul full-time 
positions.  
 Paul had to make a big decision. He realized that he indeed loved teaching and coaching, 
and opted to take the full-time position at the school. There, Paul became highly involved in 





years, Paul became the Dean of Students. His teaching load was reduced to one class, and he 
gave up his coaching responsibilities.  
 Paul served as the Dean of Students for four years, and he described the experience 
thusly, 
The discipline piece was terrible. [It was] awful trying to navigate that—and at 
that school, we did not have a full-time counselor—which was a travesty—so I'm 
serving in a role as part counselor, triage, leadership development, student 
government, minor discipline to major discipline, running dances, running the 
morning meetings, running our speaker series. I got to have my feet in a lot of 
different student experiences, some of which were really challenging, but 
rewarding. It was just great to have that kind of impact, and I was still in the 
classroom too. […] So I think the opportunity to get to know to students in tons of 
different arenas, whether it be service, leadership, discipline even, like the 
relationships and growth that happens there for kids can be pretty special. 
 
After four years, the leadership began to change at Paul’s school. Simultaneously, he was 
approached by a headhunter who informed him of an opening as the Head of Upper School at 
Smithfield Academy. Things moved fast after Paul expressed interest in the position. Within a 
month, Paul was hired, and at the end of the school year, Paul moved back to the east coast with 
his wife and two young children.  
Paul got to know his new school and he was impressed. Specifically, he noted the work 
that the school had been doing on leadership development. At the time, Smithfield Academy had 
partnered with a national leadership institute to help the school establish a schoolwide initiative 
focused on cultivating leadership within students, staff, and parents. Paul was also drawn to 
working for the Head of School, Michelle, with whom he credited for how well the school was 
running. Paul was also impressed with school’s values and culture, noticing that “character 
[education], fine arts, athletics, [and] academics” were equally important, giving him “the sense 






Paul learned all he knows about education from his own experiences as a student and 
from his years working in independent schools. He had no formal graduate or undergraduate 
training in education or an education-related field. Paul said, 
I was a political science major. I did not go through the teacher prep program at 
[my Ivy League School] […] My background is not curriculum design or 
curriculum development. It's people. The law degree has carried me enough in 
terms of career advancement that I haven't felt the need to go back and get a 
master's in instruction or in a particular discipline. Life just frankly doesn't lend 
itself to that now. […] I got three kids, a traveling wife, and that's not my passion. 
My passion is not curriculum development. Where I am in my understanding of 
myself as a leader—I need people like that around me to support me in that area 
because that's not a strength of mine. 
 
 But Paul does not necessarily feel as though he is at any disadvantage. His years as an 
educator, working “with a team of folks who can help you grow,” have allowed him to 
“accumulate a wealth of strategies and information” that help him do his job effectively. Paul 
also regularly avails himself of research and other publications centered on education. While he 
does not have much time to seek out articles to read, he often receives suggestions from 
colleagues and he subscribes to an online weekly summary of 5-10 current articles concerning k-
12 ideas and research curated by a former teacher and administrator.  
A Day in the Life of Dr. Daniel Jones 
The Calm Before the Storm: 6:30-7:00 
DJ drove his car into the school parking lot. It was just after 6:30 in the morning, and it 
was still dark outside. Only a few other cars occupied parking spaces, and DJ knew exactly who 
had arrived before he did. One of the cars belonged to the chief custodian, who was likely there 
before 6am, unlocking the doors, turning the lights on, and walking through the building to note 
anything that might not have been working as it should. The other few cars belonged to those 





or so before the masses usually arrive. DJ spent most of his 20-minute drive to school passively 
listening to the local classic rock radio station, and thinking about the day ahead. Like practically 
every other day, DJ was thinking through the handful of pre-scheduled meetings and events 
scattered throughout the day, knowing that those unscheduled times would inevitably (and very 
quickly) be filled with random projects, impromptu meetings, and if he was lucky, a few minutes 
once or twice during the day to check emails and voicemails. If he was really lucky, he might 
even have a few minutes before 5 o’clock to answer some of them. And like every other day, he 
almost subconsciously—or instinctively—prayed for a day with no major crises. Even with 
everything swimming through his mind—the numerous knowns and the countless unknowns 
awaiting him when he walked through those doors—DJ was most looking forward to seeing the 
students. Just like every other day.  
DJ pulled his car into a parking spot close to the main entrance—but not too close. Those 
prime spaces could be for others. He wondered who might take them today. Would they be filled 
by teachers who didn’t want to park one row of cars further from the school, or would they be 
left open for parents, other visitors, or any people who could benefit more from a short walk into 
the building? Unfortunately, DJ knew that since he was unlikely to see this parking lot again 
until after 5 or 6 o’clock, his curiosity would probably go unsatisfied.  
He turned off his car and lifted his travel mug half-full of hot coffee from the center cup 
holder. He stepped out of the car and removed his backpack from the backseat. As he walked 
towards the main doors to the school, he pressed the door lock button on his car’s key fob, 
hearing the singular staccato blast from the car horn dissipate quickly in the nearly empty 





anticipated meetings, silently crafting and testing out responses to possible questions or 
comments that may pop up.  
DJ walked through the front doors and then through the door into the main office. 
Walking past the empty receptionist desk, he opened the door to his office. He turned on the 
lights, set down his backpack containing his laptop and a handful of file folders, and he started 
up his desktop computer. He sat down at his desk, opened the front pouch of his backpack and 
pulled out a roast beef sandwich that he hastily threw together before he left his house this 
morning. He swiveled 180 degrees in his chair and tossed the sandwich into the minifridge 
behind his desk. Turning back around, DJ spent the next 10 minutes pulling out files and 
collecting the various papers and notes that might be needed for the handful of scheduled 
meetings he has throughout the day. He knew it was unlikely that he’d have much time before a 
meeting to gather the necessary notes or files, so as much as he could organize now, the better. 
Even though his calendar showed empty spaces between most of his meetings, he knew that it 
would likely be a typical day: one that was marked by numerous impromptu meetings, small 
“fires” to put out, or potential problems to mitigate before they could become big problems.  
Furthermore, some of those “empty” calendar spaces were already filled with daily tasks 
that were essentially nonnegotiable for DJ. For example, during the 30 minutes prior to the first 
bell, while the students are arriving to school, DJ stands in the hallway near the school’s entrance 
and greets the students. He spends the lunch periods roaming around the cafeteria, interacting 
with the students and the teachers on lunch duty. He’s always in the halls or out by the busses 
during dismissal. He’ll make appearances at most of the after-school sports practices, clubs, or 





anchor points of his day. A day rarely goes by when DJ isn’t present for at least two of those 
anchor points. 
He looked at his calendar on his smartphone once more, and silently laughed at how 
misleading the visual snapshot of his day would look to someone unfamiliar with his role. There 
are no real empty spaces. As soon as he walks out of this office, the day would begin, and he 
probably wouldn’t have a chance to collect himself, process what has happened, or think about 
tomorrow until after school.  
It was now about 6:45. Over the next hour or so, most of the teachers and staff would 
arrive. After that, the students and last few teachers. The calm and quiet of the hallways and 
classrooms would be quickly replaced with the sounds of staff greeting each other, copiers 
whirring, and desks and chairs scraping across the floor. Then, as the hundreds of students arrive, 
the hallways filled to their capacity, and the thunderous cacophony of loud voices and slamming 
lockers would echo through the building. But for now, it was the calm before the storm. DJ 
double checked his email to make sure that nothing requiring his immediate attention had arrived 
since he last checked when he left his house less than 45 minutes earlier. He quickly responded 
to six emails—the emails that were quick reads and even quicker responses:  
Yes. 
Go ahead and send me a copy of your lesson plan and I’ll take a look. 
Could you bring me a copy of that essay? 
Hi there. I got your voicemail message. I’ll give you a call before the end of the day today.  






Let’s set up a meeting. When would be a good time for you to come in? I’ve got some time in the 
afternoons over the next few days. 
After adding a new “appointment” to his calendar to remind him to go to a certain 
teacher’s room during 2nd period, DJ grabbed his coffee and walked out of his office. His current 
plan was to walk through the building, popping his head into any occupied classrooms to say 
“good morning” to teachers, and to subtly give folks an opportunity to talk to him if they desired. 
These “check-ins” are the cornerstone of DJ’s practice. They keep him connected to what’s 
going on in the school. They are the building blocks of his relationships with students and staff, 
and like every other day, there would probably be hundreds of them. 
The check-ins are purposeful and important, even though they often appear short-lived or 
inconsequential when viewed in isolation. But when viewed holistically, they help DJ build 
individual relationships as well as a relational culture within the school. It’s not something that 
he was specifically trained to do. DJ has always been a “people-person,” drawn to making 
human connections.  
It's just a gift, I guess. I don't know why. People have always been my thing. 
When I was a young kid—maybe 5 years old—I would go to the neighborhood 
pool with my family, and my parents remember me striking up conversations with 
adults I didn’t even know. That's just who I've been my whole life, you know? I 
just really like to engage in conversation with people. 
 
 DJ’s preference for the human connections was reinforced when he was a classroom 
teacher. Working with kids was DJ’s priority. When he was a teacher, he loved spending 45 
minutes or more with the same students each and every day. He was able to build deep, 
meaningful relationships with students, and through those relationships, he could not only help 
students through their academic challenges, but also—and much more importantly to DJ—help 





Being around kids is why I got into this in the first place. I wanted to be a teacher 
and a coach. That's all I ever wanted to be. I wanted to develop deep connections 
with students and learn their stories. I remember a sort of turning point for me 
when I was a teacher. One of my students was continually coming late to my first 
period class, and his grades started slipping. He would often come to class—
late—and then just put his head down. On the surface, he just looked like a kid 
who didn’t want to be in school. One day, the kids were lining up to leave class, 
and this kid was last in line, and he seemed pretty upset. So, I let the rest of the 
students leave and closed the door so that I could speak with him. I asked him 
what was going on, and he shared his story. His mom regularly used drugs and 
was out the night before doing who-knows-what, and he had to stay up until she 
decided to come home. She often didn’t take her house keys with her, and they 
couldn’t leave the door unlocked, so he just had to stay up and wait. So, his 
mother would come home in the middle of the night, fall asleep, and stay asleep 
through the morning. This would leave him to have to get up early (after staying 
up to wait for his mother), get his younger sister ready for school and take her to 
catch the school bus. Then he would have to take the city bus to get to our school. 
That's why he was always late and tired. 
 
That moment helped DJ realize the importance of building meaningful relationships and 
truly knowing kids. Having that deep connection helped him do his job better. It helped him 
know more about his students’ wants and needs, and their hopes and fears. He could use that 
information to make better decisions about what he should do for his students.  
 During his years as a teacher, DJ served as a coach, and performed other duties unrelated 
to his classroom responsibilities. He really enjoyed seeing the students in other settings, as it 
gave him more opportunities to interact with the students and build deeper relationships. He was 
also very good at juggling the varied responsibilities. For these reasons, DJ’s administrators 
began encouraging him to enter administration. They believed that he was well-suited to step 
into the assistant principalship, and eventually, the principalship. While DJ knew that this was 
the most logical and natural step, he still struggled with the decision to move away from the 
classroom and into administration.  
I had to wrestle with moving out of the classroom completely, and I would say 





they're people from the classroom. I had to come to terms with myself that my 
impact on kids would still be there, but it would be different. 
 
But now that he is a principal, kids are still the best part of the job for DJ, and they 
remain a top priority. Beyond the individual relationships that he has with many of his students, 
he takes pride in the work that he does to create a culture that encourages relationships 
throughout the school.  
I don't like only working with adults in the community. Part of what makes this 
work fulfilling for me is getting to know kids and seeing their trajectory and their 
growth. And knowing that you had an impact on them in some way—whether 
that's because you hired the teacher who became their big mentor, or because of 
your own interactions with a student—that’s what it’s all about for me. I love that 
every kid is different, and every year is different, and every relationship is 
different. If it wasn't, I'd get bored. 
 
Just like when DJ was a teacher, his relationships with students now help him do his job 
as a principal. It’s why DJ spends a much time as he possibly can interacting with students.  
It helps me best serve the school because I can only help a teacher when they talk 
about a kid—or help a kid when they have a situation—if I know at least a little 
bit about them. That helps me make more informed, better decisions to help 
them—a teacher, a kid, or a family—when I know the kid. I need to have a really 
good understanding of what teachers are dealing with, because sometimes when 
you get too far removed, too strategic or too high up, you're distancing yourself 
from what it's like on an everyday basis. So, I need to be out there as much as 
possible, and not in this office. 
  
The clock on the wall displayed 7:00. DJ could have easily spent the next 30 minutes to 
an hour in his office, responding to emails or reviewing paperwork. But the teachers were 
starting to arrive, and when there are people “out there,” that’s where DJ feels he needs to be. He 
was about to begin the marathon of meetings, observations, and countless “check-ins” that would 
consume practically every minute of the next eight to ten hours. But he would still have to wait 





Gearing Up for the Marathon: 7:00-8:00 
Carrying only a cell phone, walkie-talkie, a set of keys, and his coffee, DJ started walking 
down the hallway, away from the main office. The next 50 minutes or so were pretty relaxed and 
quiet, compared to what would come when the students began to arrive. DJ walked through the 
halls inspecting the floors, the ceiling, the walls and lockers practically imperceptibly. He knew 
these hallways like the back of his hand. A scuff mark on the wall, a small dent in a locker, or a 
ceiling tile slightly out of place would catch his attention if it wasn’t there during his last 
morning walk-through, which was never more than a few days prior.  
As DJ walked through the hall, he stood in the doorway of or walked into any occupied 
room to have a quick check-in with the teacher. During the hour, he moved from occupied room 
to occupied room, engaging with every single person he saw. Everyone was greeted by name 
with an enthusiastic “good morning” or “how’s it going?” at the very least. Most of the time, 
each encounter was personal.  
“Hey Jerry! Did you catch that Celtics game last night? Who would have thought they 
would have come back like that?!” 
“Good morning, Sandra. How was Hannah’s piano recital? Standing ovation? Really? 
That’s so awesome! She must have been on cloud nine!” 
“Rick! How’s it going? I spoke to Billy yesterday. He’ll be getting that assignment to 
you, along with an apology. Just let me know if it doesn’t happen.” 
“Why don’t you email me and let me know what day works for me to come in and do an 
observation?” 
“Coach! What’s up?! What time is practice today? Cool. I’ll see you then!” 





Some of the comments were continuations of prior encounters, and others were 
standalone remarks. Regardless, the highlights of each passing dialogue were stored in DJ’s 
head, to be called into service during a subsequent encounter, if needed. A few of the comments 
necessitated DJ pulling out his phone, opening up his calendar, and quickly typing in “12:45 
Ronnie Cafeteria” or “4:00 Basketball.” He didn’t need to include what he was going to talk to 
Ronnie about—that information was firmly in his head. He just added the “appointment” to 
make sure that he didn’t forget to go. After all, who knew what could happen between then and 
12:30? 
But DJ only pulls out his phone to add the appointment after the encounter had ended, 
when he would be moving from one to the next. DJ rarely ever took out his phone when he was 
interacting with a student or a teacher. During an interaction, he would only access the 
information on his phone if it was relevant to the conversation. DJ tried to be fully committed to 
the interaction; to being fully present and in-the-moment. It wasn’t always like that, though. 
During DJ’s first year as a principal, the demands of the job had him worried that he would get 
too far behind if he wasn’t trying to attend to items as they came up.  
I was getting behind. I was trying to do everything—so my phone was always out. 
I'm walking in the halls, and my phone was always out. I got some feedback from 
some teachers and from my AP at the time. She said, 'listen, you've got to put the 
phone up,' and I was like, 'but I'm gonna get behind...my emails are on here. I can 
see what I need to do.' I felt like I was going to get behind if I wasn’t regularly 
checking the phone. That really helped bring me back to ask myself what kind of 
relational capacity am I building when I'm walking through the hall, and I'm 
talking to somebody, and then my phone dings, and I say, 'hold on.' What I’m 
really saying is that my phone is more important than my interaction with you. So, 
during the day, I'm out there, I'm with the kids, with the teachers, I'm being 
visible, and then when I'm in my office, that's when I pull my phone out and I'll 
make sure that I'm checking things.   
 
By about 7:50, DJ had made his way through most of the building, and was now back 





through the school. He walked back into the office area, which was occupied by the receptionist, 
a few assistant principals, and a few teachers who were having a casual conversation around the 
staff mailbox area. DJ quickly, but pleasantly greeted the collective as he walked towards his 
office. The next five to ten minutes would hopefully be used to regroup, check emails and 
voicemails, respond to some if possible, and double check his calendar.  
DJ set down his empty coffee mug, unclipped his walkie-talkie from his belt, and set it on 
his desk. He looked at his desk phone. No blinking red voicemail light. That’s a nice little relief, 
he thought. But, as soon as he sat down in his chair and tapped his keyboard to wake the 
computer from sleep mode, one of DJ’s assistant principals appeared in his doorway.  
“Hey DJ. Good morning.” 
“Hey Ryan. How’s it going?” 
“All good, man. Did you speak to Billy yesterday?” 
“Yeah. I caught him at dismissal.”  
 Billy was a capable student who had been struggling in class recently. He had been 
missing some assignment deadlines. When teachers would try to address the issue with Billy, he 
didn’t offer an explanation and said that he’d try to turn in the work soon. A few teachers had 
mentioned this issue to Ryan over the last week or so, and yesterday, Ryan had passed along the 
information to DJ. At the time, Ryan offered to be the one to speak with Billy, but DJ told him 
that he would be out by the busses at dismissal, and would likely see Billy on his way out.  
DJ said to Ryan, “We had a little heart-to-heart. I was like, ‘dude—what’s going on? 
Teachers are saying that you’re not turning stuff in on time. Is something up?’ He told me his 
sister had been pretty sick over the last couple weeks, and his dad was out of town. He and his 





was like, ‘I dunno. I guess didn’t want them to think that I was just making stuff up so that I 
could get more time to do the work.’ I asked him if he could have Rick’s assignment done by 
class tomorrow, and he said yes, along with anything else that might still be outstanding. I don’t 
think it’s that much. He said that his dad is back now and his sister is feeling better. I reminded 
him to be a little more respectful of the adults when they’re asking him what’s going on, and we 
talked about being proactive, and letting folks know when things might be a little tough. We’re 
here to help, and all that. He said he’d turn in the missing assignments and apologize to the 
teachers.”  
 At the time, DJ made a mental note to check in with Rick in a couple days to make sure 
that Billy apologized, but he wasn’t too worried. DJ believed Billy. He was a good kid. He had 
known Billy’s family for years. Billy’s older brother graduated last year, and DJ had a good 
relationship with him. DJ had spoken to his mother in the past, and DJ knew that Billy knew he 
would probably reach out to her to see how she and Billy’s sister were doing.  
DJ then asked Ryan to inform Billy’s other teachers that any missing assignments would 
be turned in over the next couple of days.  
“Will do. Thanks, man,” Ryan said, and walked away.  
DJ said, “sure thing,” as Ryan walked back down the office hallway, and DJ turned back 
to his computer screen. He scrolled through about 10 new emails that had come in over the past 
hour or so, and decided that none really warranted his immediate attention. He quickly glanced at 
his watch. It was 7:55. Students were probably starting to arrive, he thought. So, he stood up, 





Let the Games Begin! 8:00-8:30 
 DJ walked back through the main office, which was now filled with support staff, two 
assistant principals, and a few students. He waved at the students from a distance and shouted 
“good morning!” as he exited the office. Walking down the hall toward the cafeteria, DJ passed 
herds of students and teachers, filling every open moment with verbal greetings, high fives, 
knuckle bumps, and handshakes.  
He arrived at the entrance to the cafeteria, which was right next to the school doors that 
lead out to the bus loading zone. This was the school entrance that most of the students used, so 
it was where DJ stationed himself every morning. Over the next half hour, DJ would speak to 
hundreds of students and staff. The interactions would range from smiles, high fives, and fist 
bumps, to more individualized and personal dialogue, like, “Great work on that social studies test 
the other day,” or “Man, that was a rough tackle in the game last night. You ok?” 
To build the best relationship, you have to be actively engaged in what they're 
doing - kids, teachers, whatever. So, I have to be visible. I have to be in the 
classrooms, I have to be in the halls, I have to be in the cafeteria, I have to be all 
over. I have to be at sporting events. I have to be at all those things. So that the 
relational capacity can be true to them. They can see it and feel it with their own 
eyes and their own heart. I could speak about it all day, but if I'm not out there at 
those things, and I'm in the office, or I'm in meetings all day - what's the real 
impact I'm having? It needs to be about really getting to know them? 
 
DJ saw a student walking down the hall towards him, and he pulled him aside. The 
student was on the basketball team, and DJ was at some of last night’s game. 
“Hey. I saw the game last night. You didn’t play too much. Why not? 
The student replied, “I dunno. I don’t think that coach thinks I’m really good.” 
“You been practicing?” DJ asked. 





DJ then spent a few minutes talking with the student and giving him a few small pointers, 
since DJ used to coach basketball. He ended the conversation with some encouraging remarks, 
and sent the student on his way. DJ made another mental note to watch the student during 
practice that afternoon, and he thought to himself that he’d try to get the coach’s take on that 
student the next time he had the chance.  
Resuming his greetings and check-ins, DJ overheard a group of students near him talking 
about a popular video game. He walked over to the group and said, “ok. I keep hearing kids talk 
about this game. I’ve never seen it. What’s it about?” A couple of the students enthusiastically 
began to explain the premise of the game. DJ once again made some mental notes of who those 
students were and some key video game vocabulary. It was unlikely that DJ would ever play the 
game, and he probably wouldn’t remember very many details, but he would try to remember just 
enough to use in a possible upcoming conversation with those students or any others who might 
also play that game.  
Most of DJ’s interactions are remarkably brief, but over time, the brief, seemingly 
inconsequential “check-ins” build connections, and eventually, relationships. No matter where he 
is, if there is an opportunity, DJ is making those connections. It’s difficult for DJ to quantify any 
results of these efforts, but there isn’t a doubt in his mind as to the effect it can have on 
individual students and the school culture.  If DJ isn’t around for arrival, or if he isn’t in the 
cafeteria during lunchtime, students will come up to him the next time that they see him and ask 
him where he was. They’ll say things like, “Dr. Jones, where were you yesterday? I tried to find 






With only a few minutes left before the first period bell rang, DJ quickly walked through 
the cafeteria, encouraging the groups of students sitting around socializing to wrap up their 
conversations and make their way to class. The bell rang and the hallways began to clear out. DJ 
continued his greetings and check-ins as he walked back towards the main office. By the time he 
approached the office, the halls were virtually empty again.  
Settling into the Day: 8:30-9:45 
 As the school day was officially beginning, DJ walked back into his office, but like most 
of his office visits, this one would be brief. DJ had a first period meeting with one of the 
language arts teachers, and he just needed to pick up his folder that contained the meeting agenda 
that he prepared the day before. Grabbing the folder, DJ turned back and walked out of his 
office.  
 As DJ walked down the nearly empty hall towards the language arts teacher’s classroom, 
he continued his pattern of greetings, high-fives, and short check-ins with anyone within earshot. 
At one point, his journey coincided with that of a tardy student on his way to another class. 
 “Seth. What’s up, buddy?” DJ said with a smile, as he matched Seth’s gate and direction. 
 “Hey. Dr. Jones.” 
 “A little late today. Everything ok?” DJ asked, knowing that saying something like why 
are you late? might feel a little more accusatory.  
 “Overslept.” Seth replied, slightly embarrassed. 
 “Gotta get to Ms. Williamson’s class on time, man! She’s got some good stuff going on 
in there.” DJ said in a playful, yet firm tone.  






“Yep.” Seth replied. 
“I bet you can’t even name one of their songs,” DJ challenged with a smirk. He was a 
child of the 1980’s, a big fan of some of the music from that decade, and he sometimes found 
students wearing “classic” or “retro” shirts, unaware of what they were wearing. It was either an 
item that one of their parents no longer wore, or it was found in a thrift store. To many students, 
these vintage clothing items were often just shirts that looked cool.  
“Pour Some Sugar on Me.” Seth proudly responded, a half-smile appearing on his tired 
face. 
“Dude, nice!” DJ said as he held out his fist for a knuckle-bump. “Good taste!” 
Seth smiled as he turned to head down another hallway. DJ lightly hit Seth on shoulder 
with an open palm and said, “Have a good day, Seth,” as they parted ways. 
“See ya, Dr. Jones.” 
DJ knew that Seth’s tardiness was not an ongoing issue. There was no need to get on his 
case or make the situation any bigger than it needed to be. Handling the encounter the way he 
did, DJ could more casually assess if there might be anything bigger going on related to Seth’s 
tardiness, and if nothing jumped out at him, he could move straight into small talk. Seth’s t-shirt 
was the perfect way to change the subject. And now, DJ knew that Seth liked Def Leppard. He 
would definitely use this piece of information in future encounters with Seth. DJ thought, I 
wonder if he’s heard Photograph? I’ll ask him the next time I see him. DJ smiled as he proceeded 
towards his teacher meeting. 
DJ seems to retain a massive amount of information in his head. He knew that Seth didn’t 
have a tardiness problem. He knew enough of Seth’s schedule to know that his first period class 





he remembers all of those little details. To him, it’s not even worth trying to analyze. It’s just a 
gift, he supposes, and he’s glad to have that gift. He would struggle to do the job—or at least 
struggle to do the job and be happy—if he couldn’t retain the information he needs to make those 
connections with people.  
DJ entered the language arts teacher’s student-less classroom, and noticed that one of his 
assistant principals was already there with the teacher having a casual conversation about 
weening one’s self off coffee. DJ had spoken to his AP last week about taking the lead with this 
particular teacher and helping her focus on more ways to differentiate her instruction. The 
meeting was a positive and proactive formal check-in meeting. DJ’s notes from the meeting 
would go into this teacher’s file. Over the course of the next 50 minutes, the three staff members 
would discuss struggles, successes, and short-term and long-term goals. Often during the 
meeting, DJ spoke about differentiation and offered examples that would include specific 
students. 
“You have Shelly Richardson in your third period class right? Yeah, it’s like you know 
that you can’t give Shelly the same worksheets that you give to the rest of that class. Because 
that class also has Ronnie, Shah, and Latesha, right?” DJ was not 100 percent sure that he had 
the right kids in the right classes, but he was sure enough to take a chance. Unsurprisingly, 
though, he was correct. The teacher acknowledged his point, and the conversation continued.  
It was not only important for DJ to know this much detail about his students, but it was 
crucial for his teachers to see the importance that DJ placed on a deep knowing of the students.  
I model relationships. Teachers see me engage with every kid, and they see how I 
know their name. They hear me say, “Hey, I went to your youth basketball game 
on Saturday at the Boys and Girls Club. That was awesome. I saw you hit that 
three.” And then the teacher is like, "Wait a second, that was a Saturday. He went 
to this kid's basketball game?” And they see that I’m deeply invested in the lives 





know the kids. I'm fist-bumping them, and talking to them about the things they're 
involved in. I know their family, their cousin, or whatever. I think that modeling 
piece goes a long way with teachers, and then they're like, “This is important. I 
can do this. If he can do this with practically a whole school, I can at least know 
my kids.” And then they see how much positive relationships can help with so 
many different things: discipline, addressing conflict, academic issues, 
motivation, everything. Relationships are everything. You know, that old axiom, 
kids don't care how much you know until they know how much you care. 
 
After a pleasant conclusion to the meeting, DJ walked back out into the hall a few 
seconds before the next class change. It was 9:40, and DJ quickly looked at his phone to see two 
calendar reminders indicating two concurrent meetings that were scheduled for second period. 
Typical, DJ thought to himself. Two meetings at the same time. While DJ wouldn’t be leading 
either meeting, and while he could theoretically fail to attend either meeting without significant 
consequence, his presence at both was important.  One was a small meeting with a few grade-
level parent representatives. It was a monthly meeting usually run by one of DJ’s assistant 
principals, but he would always show up for some—if not all—of it. Sometimes he would 
participate, and other times he would just “schmooze” with the parents before or after the 
meeting. Building relationships with parents is also vital. Besides, this way, he could hear what 
they discuss firsthand, and there would be no need to try to find his AP later on to get filled in.  
The other meeting was one DJ added to his calendar earlier in the day. A group of 
teachers were taking students on a field trip the next day. The teachers were meeting to go over 
the final itinerary for the trip—bus arrangements, splitting kids into groups, lunch plans, etc. One 
of the students going on the trip was diabetic and had some recent trouble managing her insulin 
pump and taking her blood sugar measurements. The school nurse had mentioned this to DJ a 
couple of days prior, and DJ reached out to the students’ mother a day earlier. DJ could have 
asked the nurse to reach out to the mother and then communicate the necessary information to 





conversation with a parent he hadn’t formally met yet. If he delegated away every opportunity 
like this one, he wouldn’t be able to build relationships with very many people. Between the 10-
minute conversation with the mother (four minutes of which were devoted to addressing her 
daughter’s health situation, and the other six were spent getting to know one another and 
engaging in small-talk), and the 10 minutes or so that DJ would likely spend in the field trip 
meeting, the potential benefits were important to DJ. He could begin to build a relationship with 
a parent. He could learn a little more about a student. He could show everyone—parent, student, 
teachers and other staff—that he has a personal interest in his students, and that he is dedicated to 
ensuring his staff feel comfortable on this trip. He could show people that he is engaged in the 
nuanced life of the school, and he was not just some removed authority figure. He was on their 
team.  
As DJ walked back towards the front of the building, the bell rang again and hundreds of 
students spilled out into the hallways. In seconds, the halls became a sea of kids moving in all 
directions and at speeds varying from swift to painfully slow. Once again, DJ was high-fiving 
and playfully shouting at kids and adults as he navigated the hallway pandemonium. Most of the 
students ignored DJ as they passed by, too consumed in their own internal or group 
conversations to notice him—or anyone else, for that matter. That didn’t bother DJ in the least. 
They’re kids. If he needed to speak to one of them, he’d get their attention one way or another.  
Other kids, though, seek DJ out before he has a chance to notice them. Most of the time, 
it’s just a friendly, “hey Dr. Jones,” or an outstretched arm looking for a fist-bump or a high-five. 
One student asked, “are you coming to our game on Friday?” To which, DJ replied, “I can’t this 





A Chance Encounter…A Budding Relationship: 9:45-10:10 
As students shuffled through the hallways on their way to second period, DJ returned to 
the main office. A quick wave to the receptionist, who was on the phone, resulted in an 
acknowledging smile. So, DJ proceeded back to his office. Sometimes that quick wave results in 
the receptionist taking the opportunity to let DJ know if a particular teacher or student may have 
come looking for him while he was gone, or if someone had been trying to reach him by phone. 
This time, the fact that the smile was not accompanied by a motioning to come over to her, led 
DJ to think that no one had been looking for him.  
DJ walked back into his office and placed the folder from the teacher meeting onto his 
desk. Since he knew that he wasn’t leading the meetings that would be starting in a few minutes, 
he figured that now would be as good a time as any to take a quick restroom break. 
Conveniently, there was a staff restroom at the end of the small hallway within the main office 
area. If DJ had to use the faculty restroom located beyond the office, halfway down the main 
hallway of the school, a quick, two-minute trip to the restroom could last much longer, 
depending upon whom he might run into along the way.  
Returning to his office after the quick trip to the restroom, DJ awakened his computer and 
checked his email. Another dozen or so emails. A swift scan lead him to delete a few and 
determine that the rest could wait a few more hours, at least. DJ switched to his calendaring 
application to double check the rooms where the next couple of meetings are being held. He 
stood up once again, and made his way back out of the office.  
As DJ walked down a mostly empty hallway, he noticed a student walking towards him, 
but she was still too far away for him to notice who it was. As they walked closer to one another, 





disposition. She was known to many faculty members as an average student, but one who 
worked harder than many others for the grades she earned. Stephanie was neither outgoing nor 
shy. She was very polite, respectful of everyone, and she was not timid about conversing with 
adults. She appeared positive and happy most of the time, and was generally known as one of 
those students who had never been associated with any negative interactions with students or 
adults.  
Other than some passing “hellos” and very cursory “check-ins” over the past couple of 
years, DJ hasn’t had any deeper interactions with Stephanie. She was the oldest in her family, so 
no other siblings had been students here at the school, and DJ had never had any interactions 
with either of her parents. Other than knowing what she looked like, he only knew what he knew 
about her from comments that faculty members had made and from glancing through testing 
data. Smiling to her as they closed in on one another, DJ said, “Hey Stephanie. Nice to see ya. 
How are you today?” Thinking that he would likely receive a very quick—but friendly—
response, he was slightly surprised when she stopped in front of him.  
“Hi Dr. Jones,” Stephanie said with a smile. “Do you have a second for me to ask you a 
question?” 
“Of course,” DJ replied. Unless there was some pressing emergency, or if he was in the 
middle of a conversation with someone else, DJ always stopped to make time for students who 
asked. A student feeling that DJ would prioritize their interaction was far more important to him 
than showing up one minute sooner to a meeting that he wasn’t leading. “What’s up?” 
“I had a meeting a few days ago with my college counselor, Mrs. Heath. I don’t know…it 





schools I really want to apply to, and I just felt a little uncomfortable. I was thinking that I might 
want to talk it through with someone else, and when I saw you just now, I figured I’d ask.” 
“Well, then,” DJ said with a comforting smile. “I’m glad that we ran into each other. I’m 
happy to talk with you about that. When’s a good time for you? Do you have a study hall?”  
“Yeah, I have study hall 5th period.” 
DJ pulled out his phone and opened his calendar. “How about tomorrow?” he asked. 
A little surprised by how soon her principal indicated he could meet with her, Stephanie 
said, “yeah, that’s great!”  
“Ok,” DJ said as he added the new appointment to his calendar. “I’ll come find you 
tomorrow during 5th.” 
“Thank you so much, Dr. Jones. I really appreciate it.” 
DJ gave Stephanie a quick pat on the shoulder as they both proceeded in opposite 
directions. “No problem, Stephanie. See you soon!” DJ said with a smile. 
Continuing down the hall, DJ thought to himself, ok, between now and 5th period 
tomorrow, I need to check in with some of Stephanie’s teachers and Mrs. Heath. Happy about 
the beginnings of a slightly deeper relationship with another student, DJ entered Mrs. Billings’ 
classroom, where five teachers were sitting around a large, rectangular work table, already 
talking casually about tomorrow’s field trip. Right away, DJ noticed that there were two of 
Stephanie’s teachers in the room. As DJ sat down in an empty chair in between two teachers, one 
of whom taught Stephanie, he smiled and the teachers returned the gesture. The teacher leading 
the field trip—the art teacher, Mrs. Johnson—passed out the bus lists and group assignments. 
Even though DJ wasn’t going on the trip, Mrs. Johnson still gave him a copy of the lists just in 





“I’ll go over these in a second, but since we have DJ here…” Mrs. Johnson looked at DJ 
and asked, “Do you want to talk about Reena now, so that you can get back to doing your 
thing?”  
Most of the teachers rarely see DJ in one place for too long. He seems to be constantly on 
the move, going from one interaction to the next. While they know that he is always attentive 
and never dismissive, they know that he’s typically very busy, and Mrs. Johnson was trying to be 
respectful of DJ’s possibly limited amount of time.  
Pretty sure that the meeting wasn’t going to be much more than 10-15 minutes, DJ was 
relatively confident that he would still be able to spend a few minutes at the parent meeting that 
was taking place in the conference room. Besides, he thought, if I can stay here until the end, I 
can quickly chat with Stephanie’s teachers, saving him from having to seek them out later.  
“No worries. I’m not in a rush. I can talk about Reena when you’re done.” 
Mrs. Johnson proceeded to efficiently cover the details of the trip. A total of about 50 
students from a few of the visual arts classes were going to visit a local art museum. She made 
sure that all the teachers had a minute to glance over the bus and group lists and voice any 
concerns. Noting that the teachers seemed satisfied with the lists, she quickly went over the 
itinerary, communicating departure and arrival times, along with the procedures for going 
through the museum. She announced the plans for lunch, and briefly spoke about some of the 
follow-up activities in which students would engage upon their return to their art classes the next 
day.  
Once a handful of logistical questions had been asked and answered, the meeting 
appeared to be nearing its end. Mrs. Johnson and DJ glanced at each other, and she nodded, 





“I talked to Reena’s mother yesterday,” DJ informed the group. “As you all know, Reena 
is diabetic. Lately, she’s been struggling to take her blood sugar measurements at the best 
times—before and after meals, before and after exercise, you know—sometimes she forgets, and 
then she might not get the insulin she needs at the right time. Going on a field trip might throw 
off an already shaky measurement schedule. Sometimes Reena just loses track of time. Nurse 
Braxton, Reena, and Reena’s mom are going to be working on helping Reena get adjusted over 
the next few weeks, but no one really feels that it’s at a point where Reena shouldn’t go on a day 
trip. So,” DJ said looking at Mrs. Johnson, “since Reena is in your group, would you be ok 
checking in with her at a few specific times on the trip to make sure that she takes her blood 
sugar levels? Reena knows what she needs to do or not do once she gets a reading, so this would 
just need to be reminders from you.” 
“Yeah. That’s no problem,” Mrs. Johnson replied.  
“Cool,” DJ said. “Just check in with Nurse Braxton at some point today. She can give 
you the specifics.” 
“No problem,” answered Mrs. Johnson, and she turned to the rest of the group and asked, 
“anyone have anything else?” 
The teachers indicated that they were satisfied with the information, and Mrs. Johnson 
said that she looked forward to seeing them tomorrow. As the teachers started to gather their 
papers and stand, DJ turned to Stephanie’s two teachers and said, “Steve, Martha—you have a 
second?” Steve and Martha both turned to DJ and replied in the affirmative. “You both have 
Stephanie Hernández, right?”  





DJ proceeded, “I saw her in the hall earlier, and she asked to speak with me about 
colleges. I think that she wants to just talk through her thoughts and options, I guess. How is she 
doing in your classes? Anything worth noting?” 
Martha, Stephanie’s English teacher, said, “She seems to struggle with grammar here and 
there. The mechanics of writing appear to be difficult at times, but she is incredibly creative and 
really good at crafting interesting narratives. Her oral presentations are always some of the best 
in class. A few weeks ago, we were writing about and discussing family histories, and she talked 
about how much she respected her mother for overcoming some obstacles and becoming a 
teacher. It was a really compelling story. If she needs help with any college essays, I’d be happy 
to help her. I’m sure that she could have some great things to say, and maybe I can help her 
figure out how to put it on paper.” 
“Oh, that’s awesome, Martha. Thank you so much. I’ll definitely pass that along to her 
when I talk to her tomorrow,” DJ responded. Then, turning to Stephanie’s Theater teacher, DJ 
said, “Steve?” 
“Yeah. I totally agree with Martha. She’s really an amazing storyteller. Her delivery is 
great. She’s articulate and funny. Whether she’s reading a part or improvising, it all comes across 
very natural. I’m not sure if she’s interested—we haven’t ever talked about it—but I could totally 
see her pursuing the performing arts. Of course,” Steve chuckled, “I might be a little biased.” 
DJ smiled at Steve, “Super. Thanks, Steve.” Then, looking back in Martha’s direction, DJ 
said, “That’s great info. Thanks so much. I’m not exactly sure what she wants to focus on 
specifically, but this is super helpful.”  
As the room cleared out and DJ headed towards the parent meeting, he was quite happy 





interesting and unique, and now I get to learn more about one of them. DJ was reminded of 
another student, Will, who graduated a few years earlier. DJ and Will have remained relatively 
close since Will’s time at the school. They don’t really speak more than a few times a year now, 
but Will occasionally calls DJ when he needs some professional advice or guidance, and he has 
come back to the school about once a year to visit when he comes home for a holiday.  
Like Stephanie, what DJ knew of Will during his first couple years of high school only 
came from brief, but friendly encounters and small amounts of anecdotal notes from teachers. 
Like Stephanie, Will appeared to be a student who mostly “flew under the radar.” His grades 
were mostly B’s, he always completed his work, and he showed that he was making an effort. He 
was respectful towards teachers and appeared to associate with a nice group of kids. 
But during Will’s first two years at the school, DJ’s only interactions with him were some 
of the standard quick pleasantries and greetings as they passed each other in the hallways. There 
were too many of those encounters to count, though. DJ’s daily presence throughout the school 
meant that he was seen by most students multiple times a week. Over the course of Will’s first 
two years at the school, DJ must have had a couple hundred “encounters” with him.  
For Will at least, those encounters built the foundations of the strong relationship that 
would evolve. Will said, 
I saw Dr. Jones almost every day. He would often stand in the hallway near the 
office in the mornings, and my locker was nearby. So practically every morning I 
walked by my locker, he was there. He would say, “Hi Will, how are you?” 
Always. I’d pretty much just say, “Hi Dr. Jones,” or “Good, thanks. And you?” 
But I guess since he saw me so often, he seemed to know when something wasn’t 
normal with me—like if I looked tired or sick. He would say things like, “You 
look tired today. You ok?” For a while, I would just try to be nice and return his 
greetings, not really ever engaging in a deeper or longer conversation. This guy 
was the principal. I guess that I just had this fixed mindset of the principal as the 
authority guy. I never really saw any of my previous principals, other than at 
assemblies or a few other times here and there. I bet most of them didn’t even 





distant person who doesn’t really know students. By the end of my sophomore 
year, though, I started thinking, I see this guy all the time. He knows my name. 
He’s always nice to me. He notices when I’m having an off day.  
 
During the summer between Will’s sophomore and junior years, he visited a handful of 
colleges and universities, but struggled to know which one might be a good fit. When he returned 
to school for his junior year, teachers and counselors were talking to students almost daily about 
college applications. Will’s perception of his classmates was that of students who had their 
hearts set on one college or university, and had since they were little kids. They would put all of 
their energy into that once application, and they’d complete another one for another school, just 
to have a back-up option.  
Will was far more uncertain and didn’t feel like his counselor was too helpful. To Will, it 
seemed like she was just pressing for him to make a decision, so they could begin aggressively 
tackling the application process. One day, Will came to school after a somewhat sleepless night 
wrestling with his college thoughts. DJ noticed Will’s exhaustion and asked him how he was 
doing. By this point, after the hundreds of pleasant interactions, Will thought, I could talk to this 
guy. He’s nice. He always shows an interest in me. What could it hurt?  
Will briefly mentioned his struggles with college selection, and DJ immediately asked 
Will if he wanted to step into his office to speak about it. Will agreed, and they spent about 10 
minutes together. Will recalls, 
I remember we sat down, and I explained the pressure I was feeling about 
choosing one of the few schools I had visited. He asked if I had considered 
visiting even more schools, and I hadn’t. I guess that I had thought that since I had 
visited more than most students already, I should be able to pick one of them. 
There wasn’t really any other good reason for not visiting even more schools. He 
encouraged me to keep looking. He was like ‘you're going to find your place. I 
believe that there's a place for you.’ You know, he was like, ‘just be open.’ So, he 
really eased my anxiety in that conversation. After that, we talked pretty often. 
Mostly about the college stuff, but also about other things. He just became an easy 





counselor seemed to get much better after we met that first time, so I’m sure that 
Dr. Jones had something to do with that.  
 
Will described his last two years at the school as being far more pleasant than the first 
two. It’s not that the first two were bad, but he developed a strong connection with DJ that just 
made him feel more supported, understood, and cared for. Will’s perception of DJ was that he 
was more of a listener, guide, or advice-giver, than a person who would take complaints and fix 
issues. 
For DJ, Will was both special and not special. Will was special in that he was unique, and 
DJ eventually knew him in a deeper, more meaningful, and very different way than his teachers 
knew him. Will was not special in that DJ would have provided the same interest in and care to 
any of his students who would have opted for it. There was no favoritism with Will. Just a whole 
bunch of little, passing interactions that, one day, became a little more. Then a little more. Then 
more.  
DJ learned a lot about Will as a person, which was plenty satisfying for a people-person 
like DJ, but he was also able to learn a lot about Will’s experiences at school. For example, Will 
gave DJ a student’s perspective of the college counseling process that he might not have had 
otherwise. And this is the kind of information that helps DJ do his job better.  
Now, Will has found a college where he feels comfortable, and he attributes this, and 
much of his contentment over the last two years of his high school experience to DJ. Recently, 
Will was back in town to see his family, and he decided to stop by the school to say hi. Will said,  
I was in town, and I wanted to see some people – some teachers and coaches, you 
know. Then, out of the blue, Dr. Jones came up to me and he was like, ‘Hey Will! 
I heard your voice. It's so good to see you!’ and he gave me a hug. He was so 






In a Groove: 10:10-11:15 
For the next two or so hours, DJ continued his relentless pace. He first moved from the 
field trip meeting to the meeting with parent representatives. There, he spent about ten minutes 
listening in on their discussion about an upcoming fundraiser. Aside from exchanging a few 
pleasantries with the parents, DJ mostly played the role of an observer. Ryan, one of DJ’s 
assistant principals, was leading this meeting, and he was doing a fine job.  
Satisfied that he had heard enough and made his appearance, DJ excused himself from 
the meeting. He was looking forward to the next hour. It was blank on his calendar, but he had 
decided earlier that if nothing pressing was going on, he would do some classroom observations. 
These observations would not be like the formal observations that are conducted by DJ or one of 
his assistant principals a couple times a year for each teacher. Those formal observations include 
looking at lesson plans, spending a whole class period observing, and meeting with teachers to 
follow-up or debrief. The observations that DJ would do today were much more enjoyable and 
effective, in his mind.  
DJ’s informal classroom observations typically last about two to three minutes each, and 
thus, today, he would try to do about 10-15 back-to-back. He usually pops into classes mostly 
picked at random.  It all depends on who is teaching at the time, where he is in the building, 
whether or not he might need to go into a certain classroom for one reason or another, and so on. 
He tries to get into every class like this about once per month. Of course, some months are 
trickier than others. August is tough because it’s shorter and the school year is just getting 
started. December is sometimes a challenge due to its shortened length and the tendency that 





since it’s the last month of the school year. Overall, though, DJ usually gets into each class at 
least six times a year for these informal observations. 
During these observations, DJ notes what is generally taking place in the class. For 
example, what are the students working on? Are they working individually? In groups? Does the 
class appear organized and productive, or are students off task? What is the teacher doing? 
Sitting at his or her desk? Working with students? Lecturing from the front of the room? DJ 
knows that a two- to three-minute snapshot does not necessarily represent what a class might be 
like normally, but over the course of many of these observations, combined with other data—
anecdotal and otherwise—he can formulate a pretty accurate picture of a teacher in his or her 
classroom.  
DJ will stroll through the classroom, observing students and the teacher, and if 
appropriate, he may briefly chat with individual students about what it is that they’re doing. DJ is 
pretty well-known and well-liked by many of the students, so his appearance in classes is often 
met with students acknowledging him in one way or another. When DJ was a young principal, he 
was often uncomfortable being acknowledged by students when he walked into a classroom. He 
felt like his presence was disruptive and he didn’t really want to change the ethos of the class just 
by walking into it. After all, that might taint the objectivity of an observation. Over time, DJ 
realized that to some degree, this was unavoidable. In fact, as long as students respected their 
teacher, the class, and did not abuse their casual relationship with him, he preferred it this way. It 
felt more natural to him. It was obviously more natural for the students. He always had a good 
sense of how much the tone of a room would tend to change when he walked into it, and in a 





he started ‘wall-ing’ off students and playing a more authoritative role. Besides, he never really 
had any faculty members voice concerns over his approach, so why change?  
After DJ would walk through a class, he would step out and jot a few notes down on his 
notepad or phone. At some point later that day, DJ would attempt to transfer those notes to the 
files he kept on teachers. He would also follow up with a brief conversation with each teacher or 
an email letting them know what he had observed. DJ tried to make it clear to the teachers that 
the notes that he would share were almost always objective observations rather than critiques or 
judgements of what was going on. If something stood out to DJ that he thought might require a 
deeper conversation, he would set one up with the teacher.  
Sharing his notes with the teacher allowed the teacher to know what DJ had seen, and it 
allowed the teacher to circle back with DJ about anything that they might want to clarify or 
explain. Individually, these informal observations were just quick snapshots. But DJ would use 
these notes periodically to see if patterns were developing or if anything else might be going on 
that would necessitate his increased attention.  
DJ spent nearly an hour walking in and out of classrooms, quietly acknowledging 
students and teachers, scanning rooms, and jotting down short notes in between visits. 
Occasionally, a student would raise his voice and say, “What’s up Dr. Jones?!” or raise a fist to 
request a fist-bump as DJ walked by. DJ always responded in a way that would pleasantly—but 
minimally—validate the student’s hail, while also gently reminding them that their attention 
shouldn’t be on him. He might quietly say in response, “Good to see you, Mr. Wilson. Keep up 
the good work,” or he would fist-bump the student while nodding his head in the direction of the 





noticeably with the students or the teacher, but that would depend on how boisterous the class 
was and whether or not he thought the teacher would mind.  
About an hour passed, and DJ concluded 14 walk-through observations. He happened to 
perform his last observation in a classroom rather close to the main office, so he was able to walk 
the 30 or so feet back to the rear entrance to the office without running into any staff or students. 
Lunchtime, Part I: 11:15-12:05 
Going through the back door of the office suite, DJ entered his office and settled into his 
desk. He awakened his computer, which had spent most of the past five hours in sleep mode. He 
looked at the clock on the wall. 11:14. The first of the four 30-minute lunch periods was about 
halfway done. DJ would rather be in the cafeteria now, but as long as he could get to the 
cafeteria for at least one of the four lunch periods, he would be satisfied.  
He quickly checked his calendar and saw Meet with SGA occupying the space between 
11:35 and 12:00. This would leave him with about 20 minutes—assuming that he doesn’t get 
interrupted—to tackle some of the myriad tasks that seem to unendingly await his attention. He 
could skim through one student’s 26-page psychological testing report that one of his counselors 
had asked him to look through. I’ll do that at home tonight. He could call back a perpetually 
disgruntled parent who left him a voicemail the night before and to whom he sent a follow up 
email this morning to let them know that he would call them today. I’ll do that later—before I 
leave here, at the latest. He could jot down a few notes that he’ll use for his opening remarks 
kicking off tomorrow night’s debate tournament. That shouldn’t take too long. I’ll do that tonight 
or tomorrow. He could transfer the observation notes that he just took during the 14 





Somewhat productive and oddly satisfying, but I might as well push that until later today when I 
can hopefully knock out most of the day’s email correspondence in one sitting.  
He decided to use the time to transfer his observation notes. The observations were fresh 
in his mind, and he thought that he might have some additional insights to add if he did it right 
away. He swiveled his desk chair 180 degrees and grabbed the roast beef sandwich out of the 
minifridge. Other than on the weekends, the last time he ate lunch without simultaneously 
writing emails, reading reports, or meeting with teachers or students was during the summer 
break.  
By 11:34, when DJ’s phone buzzed its one-minute warning to indicate his next 
“appointment,” his lunch had been consumed and his observation notes had been transferred to 
his computer. It was time for him to join the Student Government Association for one of their 
lunch meetings. The Student Government Association—or SGA, as everyone in the school 
referred to it—consisted of four officers and eight grade-level representatives, all elected by the 
student body at the beginning of each year. The group typically planned a handful of social 
events and service opportunities during the school year. They raised occasional issues relevant to 
the student body, and they contributed their input into various school policy, scheduling, or other 
topics when DJ wanted more “official” student feedback. They met during the 2nd lunch period 
once every two weeks, and more often when service projects or social events loomed. DJ joined 
at least one of their lunch meetings each month. It was a highlight for him—one of those things 
that he looked forward to for days leading up to the meeting. He could have very easily delegated 
oversight of the SGA to one of his assistant principals, but this was one way for DJ to stay 
directly connected to the students.  
Why should [the principal] meeting with kids only be about getting in trouble? It 





productive relationships with adults. It’s about cultivating leadership in students. 
It's about just getting to know them—to touch base and build connections. The 
kids need to feel that they're seen. They need to know that you see them and you 
hear them. I'm just one part of all of the relationships that kids form with adults in 
this building. It’s a whole tapestry. I need that connectivity too. I don't want them 
to feel like this is a hands-off place and there's a hierarchal thing and students 
don’t deal with the principal. I think we're all part of a community, and we don't 
build community if we don't make connections and know each other. As a 
principal, I need to listen to them and respect and validate their thoughts and 
opinions. It all helps me do my job better, quicker, more effectively. I can better 
meet students’ needs if I’m a little more connected and know a little more about 
them. Meeting their needs is what it’s really all about, right? Last year, for 
example, the SGA was critical when it came to the national school walkout 
[which occurred in high schools across the country following the Marjory 
Stoneman Douglass High School shooting]. We had our standardized testing 
scheduled for that week. The SGA came to me, passionately but respectfully, and 
we had a great dialogue. I heard their concerns and was able to immediately 
weigh them against the school’s. I was able to shift things around so they could 
participate. It wasn’t easy, but it was very important to them, so it was very 
important to me. One kid came up to me a few weeks later and just said, “Thank 
you so much, Dr. Jones. Thank you for listening to us.” 
 
DJ feels that the relationships that he has with students—the direct points of connection 
and the comfort with having an open dialogue with the principal—can help to sometimes bypass 
the often-frustrating hierarchical nature of large organizations. DJ firmly believes that the 
“tapestry” of strong relationships in the school—of which his relationships with students are an 
important part—helps him (and by obvious extension, the school) better meet students’ many 
behavioral, emotional, and academic needs. Delegating some of the more formal or structured 
direct points of connection with students (like the coordination of the SGA) would be easy to do, 
but it would probably reduce his capacity to do his job to the best of his ability.  Every so 
often—maybe once or twice a year—DJ would try to think about how he could directly tie his 
prioritization of his relationships with students to student outcomes. It was often a very short-
lived exercise, though; primarily due to the fact that DJ didn’t believe that the only student 





Slightly reenergized after about 20 quiet minutes of office time, food, and the anticipation 
of some quality time with students, DJ left his office and headed towards the conference room. 
Things were a little livelier in the halls at this time of day. Many students and teachers were 
taking advantage of the mid-day teaching breaks. Some were walking to or coming from the 
cafeteria. Some teachers were making their way to or from the staff workrooms or breakrooms. 
DJ walked with purpose on his way to the conference room, but still managed to greet many of 
the students and staff as he walked by.  
Entering the conference room, DJ finds nine students already sitting around the 
conference table. Seven of the students had cafeteria trays with the day’s lunch item: a hot roast 
beef sandwich and a side of mac and cheese. The other two students were eating the lunches that 
they had brought from home. The students were already engaged in a conversation about the 
upcoming Winter Dance scheduled for the week before the December break. The current debate 
was between the SGA Vice Present, Tony, and one of the 12th grade representatives, LaTrell. 
Tony, a huge fan of the HBO show Game of Thrones, was attempting to make a case for a Game 
of Thrones themed dance he was calling Fire and Ice. Tony appeared to be speaking directly to 
LaTrell, as the other seven students ate their lunches and appeared entertained by Tony’s 
passion.  
DJ smiled as he entered the room and realized the topic of conversation. He loved this. 
He loved being able to just be around students when they were “doing their thing.” It rarely ever 
mattered what that “thing” was. DJ walked over to an empty chair and sat down.  
Raina, a 12th grade girl and this year’s SGA President, looked at DJ and said, “Dr. Jones, 
what do you think of a Game of Thrones theme?”  





Tony stopped making his case, and turned to look at the rest of the group. LaTrell 
responded to DJ’s question and said, “I think that there are a ton of people who don’t watch the 
show and don’t know anything about it. They might think it’s weird or stupid.” 
Chandra, an 11th grade representative, replied, “I don’t watch it, but doesn’t it have a 
bunch of like dragons and castles and stuff?” 
For the next five minutes, the students discussed various elements of the show and how 
they could be incorporated into a theme for the dance. On a few occasions, ideas for alternative 
themes were floated to the group. One student suggested a winter wonderland theme, which was 
quickly dismissed as boring and overused. Another student suggested a New York/Times Square 
theme, which gained a little traction for about a minute, but was ultimately tossed aside. The 
group seemed to be settling on the Game of Thrones theme, as long as it would be more about 
the medieval/fantasy nature of the show and less about the show itself.  
With the exception of the two 9th grade representatives, DJ knew each of the SGA 
students fairly well. After all, he had been joining them during their one of their lunch meetings 
at least once a month. He would also see them around the school, and he would casually check in 
with them on SGA-related matters. DJ loved that the SGA students—and so many of the other 
students, for that matter—didn’t seem to be intimidated by him. Most were friendly and unafraid 
to speak their minds. It wasn’t too casual, though. Students seemed to respect DJ and his 
position, but it didn’t appear to be based out of fear. In this regard, DJ felt more like a classroom 
teacher or coach than a principal.  
When it seemed like a consensus had been reached to pursue the medieval/fantasy theme, 
Raina turned to DJ and said, “What do you think, Dr. Jones? Is this ok?” 





“I’ve got the checklist here. We can start to assign everyone,” Raina said, pointing to a 
piece of paper in the red Winter Dance binder.  
For the most part, many aspects of planning the annual winter dance were relatively easy. 
Over the years it had become a pretty smooth community project, and a checklist had been 
developed and modified to ensure that everything was handled. Parent volunteers signed up to be 
chaperones and ticket collectors. The theater tech students made the various themed set pieces, 
the arts classes designed the banners and posters that would advertise the event, and the culinary 
arts classes provided the food and refreshments. Other than picking the theme, the SGA would 
coordinate the various components, communicate to the community, sell the tickets, and manage 
and distribute the money raised from the ticket sales to pay for the various expenditures. Over 
the years, the whole process had evolved to function like a well-oiled machine, and that made 
DJ’s role in the process much more manageable.  
Because DJ did not have to spend large amounts of time and energy manipulating the 
various pieces and interacting with the numerous personnel and departments involved in the 
dance, he liked that his role could be more of a casual advisor and sounding board for the SGA, 
only occasionally having to make “executive” decisions or run interference with staff or parents. 
So, relatively speaking, this was one of the easier parts of his job, and one that he absolutely 
relished. He was spending time with students and working directly with them on a project. It 
reminded him of his time as a classroom teacher, when these kinds of student interactions were a 
daily occurrence.  
Aside from the “pleasantness” of spending time with the SGA, it was yet another way—
and a really good way—of connecting to the student body as a whole and keeping a finger on the 





the many demands of the job, and thus, spent much more time in his office and delegated more 
aspects of the job that required student interactions to his assistant principals, counselors, or 
other staff. After a couple years, DJ started to feel more disconnected from the school. He didn’t 
really know much about many of the students or families who were being discussed in meetings. 
He began to feel more uncertain about the quality or effectiveness of the decisions he was 
making, and he struggled to see firsthand the results of his decisions. After reinserting himself 
into the parts of school life that prioritized interacting with students, he very quickly felt more 
connected, and thus, more confident in his ability to effectively run the school. Being the faculty 
advisor for the SGA was something DJ would always resist delegating to another staff member.  
After Raina had worked with the SGA members to distribute the tasks, which mainly 
focused on which members would liaise with which staff and parents, their short, 25-minute 
lunch period was over. Satisfied that sufficient progress had been made in such short time, and 
proud of the students for their handling of the meeting, DJ stood up—a smile from ear to ear—
and said, “That was awesome, team. You all had a wonderful and respectful debate, and you 
really effectively moved the whole project forward. This is a great group, and I’m really proud of 
you all.” 
The students all smiled, and a few of them thanked DJ out loud. DJ continued, “If you 
need me for anything, don’t wait until the next lunch meeting. Come talk to me anytime. But if 
you want to wait, that’s cool too. I’ll come to the next meeting in two weeks.” The students all 
either nodded or verbally acknowledged DJ’s statement, stood up, gathered their belongings, and 
began to file out of the conference room. DJ stood at the doorway, said goodbye to each student, 
and shook hands, gave fist-bumps, or a quick pat on the shoulder as the students exited.  





“Later, Dr. Jones.” 
“See ya.” 
“You comin’ to practice today?” 
“Yup. See you then.” 
Lunchtime, Part II: 12:05-1:10 
 Like a salmon swimming upstream, DJ worked his way through the horde of students 
who were leaving the cafeteria, as he made the short trek from the conference room. There were 
so many students that it was difficult for DJ to have any significant interactions with any of 
them, so it was mostly just smiles, “heys,” and a few fist-bumps with students who made eye-
contact.  
 DJ arrived at the cafeteria as the last few students were leaving. The next lunch period 
would start in about 5 minutes—at 12:10—and the third group of hundreds of students would 
take the room from nearly silent to nearly deafening in a few short minutes. DJ walked through 
the cafeteria assisting Randy and Kenny, the two janitorial staff members, as they picked up 
stray pieces of trash. He asked each of them how they and their families were doing, and they 
both responded positively. DJ made it a point to treat his maintenance staff with dignity and 
respect, speaking to them similarly and as often as he would speak to anyone else. He had seen 
so many of these essential workers ignored in other settings, and it always bothered him. Not 
only did he want to give them the appreciation for what is often a thankless job, but they just 
deserved to be treated like anyone else. And it was important to DJ to model this for his students 
and teachers. DJ never hesitated in front of teachers or students to give Kenny and Randy credit 
for how clean the school was or how quickly something might get fixed. DJ liked to think that 





treated them. He had never seen anyone be anything but kind to them. For the most part, if DJ or 
any of the faculty saw a student leaving a mess somewhere, the student might hear someone say, 
“don’t leave that for Kenny or Randy to clean up,” and the student would happily oblige.  
 As soon as the last piece of trash from the 2nd lunch period had been thrown out and the 
last table wiped down, the first students began to arrive for the 3rd lunch period. Within what felt 
like seconds, the room was almost filled with students. DJ was now in full-on schmooze mode. 
He was moving from student to student, saying hi, patting them on their backs, talking to them 
about a comment that he had witnessed them make in a class recently, or telling them that he was 
proud of something that they did. Occasionally, he would sit down next to a student if there was 
an open chair, or he would stand in the lunch line talking with a student as they waited to get 
their food. The interactions were casual, with plenty of small-talk, but there were easily at least 
50 of them over the course of the 25-minute period. And at least half of them contained some 
personal detail about the student that DJ called upon from memory.  
I can’t tell you how, but I keep all that stuff in my head. I guess it’s that “gift-for-
people” thing. My calendar is a different story. If it’s not in the calendar, I might 
easily forget to go somewhere or speak to someone, but once I see you, I just 
remember a lot.  
 
Martin. As the lunch period ended, DJ noticed one of his staff members sitting with a 
group of students near the back of the room. He didn’t know what they were talking about, but it 
seemed pleasant, as the group would occasionally erupt in laughter. The staff member was 
Martin, a young teaching assistant and assistant football coach who had recently graduated from 
college. DJ had met Martin close to 10 years earlier, when DJ was the Assistant Principal at 
another local high school, and Martin was a sophomore there.  
Martin was an accomplished football player, but a far less accomplished student. He was 





He got in trouble often, but mostly for goofing off, disrupting or skipping class, not following 
instructions, or failing to complete his work. He never got in fights or behaved in any other 
overly-aggressive actions, but the path that he was on by the beginning of his sophomore year 
was likely not going to lead to graduation. At the time, Martin’s father was not a part of his life, 
and he lived with his mother and two younger siblings. His mother was concerned about his 
performance in school but struggled to address it while working to make ends meet for their 
family. His family was not wealthy, and Martin had never left the part of his hometown that he 
describes as “the rough part of town.” He knew very little of the world beyond that side of town.  
Martin couldn’t really recall his first real interaction with DJ, but he remembers that DJ 
came to ANOTHER at the beginning of Martin’s sophomore year. For the first few months of 
the year, Martin would see DJ around the school but had yet to really interact with him. DJ may 
have said hi in passing, but Martin likely gave little more than a nod in return. Martin said, 
Dr. Jones just seemed cool. He had a kind of ‘swag’—not something you would 
normally see from a principal, ya know? He was young. We knew that he was a 
good basketball player. He coached. We almost felt like he could be one of us. 
Even though I felt like I would want to talk to this guy, I didn’t really. He was the 
AP. Even the first few times I was sent to him, I gave him a hard time. I guess I 
didn’t think that what I was doing—chillin’ too long in the hall, messing around, 
ya know—I didn’t think that stuff was that bad. I wasn’t cussin’ out teachers or 
fightin’, so I probably didn’t take him all that serious at first.  
 
For the most part, Martin’s teachers had essentially written him off, saying things like, 
“you won’t make it without football.” DJ, though, tried to get Martin to see the bigger picture 
during those times when Martin was sent to speak with him for his infractions. DJ talked to 
Martin numerous times during his sophomore year, telling him in different ways that even these 
little, seemingly inconsequential actions, could have lasting repercussions. Martin continued, 
He ended up being like a father figure, tryin’ to make me realize that these little 
things can really affect you and where you want to go in life. He helped me see 





maybe—but I realized that this guy cared about me and was tryin’ to be here for 
my own good. He was like, “Martin, you can be this guy.” I just took it. There 
wasn’t any more questioning. Whatever this guy tells me, I’m taking it and 
running with it. He made me realize that if I want to go to college, or if I want to 
do this or that, I’ve gotta do good in school. I’ve gotta do good in the classroom. 
I’ve gotta respect my teachers. He talked to me about other stuff, not just football. 
You know, how I'm moving, how I'm talking with people. Respect. How I carry 
myself. Those types of things. That's what he made me realize—that I can't just 
move any type of way. If I plan on going here, I can't move like this or I can't talk 
like that. No one had ever told me that before. It’s hard for me to even remember 
anything real specific with him. He was just always there, ya know? Always there 
for me. It was like an everyday thing. I always saw him. He was always checkin’ 
in with me. 
 
Martin always knew that DJ had his back. If he ever needed anything, DJ would be the 
one to either give permission or talk him down. DJ would always “tell it to [him] straight,” 
Martin said. There was no doubt in his mind that DJ really cared about him. DJ “got” him. And it 
didn’t matter to Martin that DJ was White and he was Black. There were other Black 
administrators, but to Martin, DJ was the only one who really acted like he cared about him and 
his friends. DJ was the only one who tried to get to know them.  
Martin graduated from high school and went to college a few hours away from home. He 
loosely kept in touch with DJ through social media over those years, and then, after graduation, 
he moved back to his hometown. Now with a child of his own, Martin knew that he had to step 
up and provide for his family. He knew that he wanted to give back to his community the way 
that DJ helped him. He wanted to work in the schools.  
So, Martin reached out to DJ, who graciously hired Martin to help coach football and 
assist with various programs in the school. Choking up slightly, Martin concluded, 
I want to be able to do what DJ did for me. I want to be able to help a kid—make 
him be able to look over the mountain when he thinks that he can't. Because once 






DJ approached the table where Martin was sitting with a small group of students. They 
appeared to be talking about a college basketball game that had occurred over the weekend, 
playfully arguing about which players were better than others. As soon as Martin saw DJ 
approach, he stood up. 
“Hey, Dr. Jones,” Martin smiled. 
Acknowledging both Martin, and the group of students, DJ answered, “Mr. Calwell. 
Gentlemen. How are you all today?”  
A few boys nodded towards DJ, and Martin said, “All good. Just talkin’ to the boys about 
the game on Saturday.” 
“Oh, man. What a game,” DJ announced. “Did you see that pass by Jackson at the end?” 
One of the boys stood up with a huge smile, “That’s what I was saying Dr. Jones! Half of 
these dudes said it was nothin’!”  
DJ started to laugh, “They won, didn’t they?” 
The group returned to playfully talking over one another, arguing the effectiveness of that 
and other plays from the game. DJ started to walk on from the banter, and yelled back at the 
group, “Y’all have a good day. Get to class!” 
As all of the students began filing out of the cafeteria DJ walked towards the cafeteria 
entrance. DJ stood there, casually engaging with many of the students as they filed out and went 
back to class. After everyone had cleared out, DJ pulled out his phone. He was thinking about 
Martin, and the other students he had over the years who struggled both in school and out.  
DJ really enjoyed having Martin on his staff. Martin was still young and still needed a 
good deal of guidance and coaching, but he was eager to help kids. Martin could really relate to 





these kids, and he definitely wanted to do right by DJ. And the way that Martin saw it, he owed 
everything to DJ. He had job offers at different schools, but Martin said, “It was only right that I 
go to the man that's been helping me for years. He didn’t just help me get this job—he’s been by 
my side for years.” 
Martin was one of the students who made every effort to do the right thing once DJ had 
helped him to see the bigger picture, but other students continued to struggle. DJ often went 
above and beyond the job description to mentor and help these students. In DJ’s mind, however, 
it wasn’t going above and beyond at all. For DJ, obligations arose where the unique needs of 
students—past and present—intersected with his own sense of responsibility and concern for the 
well-being of his students. He took Martin and a small group of students on an overnight trip to a 
big city to experience life outside of their limited perception of the world. He has run into former 
students who may have been struggling, and given them 20 dollars here, or 40 dollars there. He 
has tried to help former students get jobs. For DJ, the job description is the bare minimum. The 
day doesn’t end at 4:00, and he will support his students far beyond the confines of the school 
program, and long after they leave his care.  
DJ thought about other former students out there whom he helped in various ways, and 
who, unlike Martin, may have been unresponsive or unappreciative. Former students who may 
have reached out to him for some help—help that DJ provided—but then went completely dark 
after DJ’s repeated efforts to check in with them. But most of them would come around 
eventually. DJ thought about a recent social media message he received, and he opened up the 
application on his phone, scrolled through a handful of messages, and pulled up a message sent 
by a former student who had reached out to him in desperation about a year earlier. As always, 





the student said that he would pay DJ back. Every month for the next year, DJ would reach out 
via social media to check in. He wasn’t asking for his money back. He was just asking if 
everything was alright. He received no responses. 
After nearly a year without a response, DJ had started to think that he just might not ever 
hear back from this student. The money didn’t bother him. DJ just wanted to know if he was ok. 
Then, one day, his phone buzzed, and he noticed a message from that student. It read, 
I’m sorry man. I haven’t been in a good place, but I didn’t do right by you. I’ll fix 
it. You were hard on me sometimes, but I gotta tell you I love you, man. You made 
a big impact in my life and really showed me no matter what skin color, there’s 
good people in the world that wanna do good. You, Mr. Hardy, Mr. 
Samson…You're all like uncles to me. Thank you for everything, Dr. Jones. You a 
good man. 
 
That was all DJ needed to hear. The kid was ok. The icing on the cake was that the kid 
had a real moment of understanding. You never know when the impact of care is gonna hit, DJ 
thought. You never know when kids will mature and recognize these things. 
DJ smiled as he closed the app and opened his calendar.  
12:45 Ronnie. 
The appointment reminded DJ that Ronnie, a 10th grade math teacher and the department 
chair, had sent him an email at the end of the day yesterday asking him for his advice about 
something, and DJ wanted to talk about in person, rather than through email. He knew that 
Ronnie had 4th lunch open, so when he saw him earlier this morning in the hallway, he told him 
to come to the cafeteria.  
Students would start arriving for the final lunch period in a few minutes, so DJ went back 
in and joined Randy and Kenny picking up stray pieces of trash from the tables and floors. DJ 





picked up, DJ immediately resumed his rounds through the cafeteria. He continued to casually 
engage the students as he weaved his way through the tables.  
As DJ was sitting at a table with a few of the debate team members and giving them a 
short pep-talk, he felt a hand on his shoulder. He looked up and saw Ronnie smiling. 
“Hey Ronnie,” DJ said. Then, looking back at the students, DJ stood up and announced, 
“Gotta run, people. I’ll see you in a bit. Have a good lunch.” 
DJ and Ronnie walked through the tables towards a back corner of the cafeteria. Ronnie 
had emailed DJ to ask for his thoughts on moving a particular student into a higher level. Ronnie, 
as the child’s math teacher and math department head, had the authority to make the decision on 
his own, but this child’s situation was slightly more complicated.  
“So what’s up?” DJ asked Ronnie. 
“Conner’s parents have asked me to move him into Sally’s class. I’m not sure it’s the best 
move for Conner. But I’m also not sure that it would be terrible, either. Conner’s doing really 
well where he’s at, but he’s working for it. He’s gonna really struggle in Sally’s class.” 
“Have you spoken to Conner?” DJ asked. 
“Yeah. He kinda hesitated but said that he would like to move. He didn’t meet the 
placement cutoff, but he came close. You know, in that gray area.” 
DJ knew a little about Conner and his parents. Conner was a hard-working student, who 
sometimes was asked to work even harder to meet his parents’ demands. Conner’s parents had 
reached out to some of Conner’s teachers a few times—and to DJ once or twice—over the past 
year and a half about Conner needing to be challenged more. They had been mostly pleasant, but 





DJ thought, Ok. We could move him up. We could even put him on a contract that his 
parents would sign indicating that he had to meet certain requirements to remain in the higher 
class. But there’s potentially a bigger concern here. One that makes me think that this might not 
be in Conner’s best interests long-term. DJ hated to see kids burn out under the weight of too 
much stress. 
“Ok,” DJ said. “When did the parents call you?” 
“Yesterday morning. They emailed.” 
“Ok. Call mom and ask if they would be willing to come in and talk about it. I’m sure 
that they’d like that. Just tell her that we want to have a little discussion about how all this fits 
into Conner’s overall school experience before we all agree to go one way or another. As such, 
you’d like to have Conner’s counselor in on the conversation too. See what she says. I’m pretty 
sure that she’ll be cool with it. In the meantime, I’ll reach out to Conner’s counselor and we can 
coordinate with the rest of Conner’s teachers and come up with a game plan. Sound good?” 
“Totally. Sounds great,” Ronnie replied. 
“Cool.” 
“Thanks DJ,” Ronnie said as he started to walk away. 
“No problem, man.” 
DJ made a mental note to email Conner’s counselor when he got back to his office, 
unless he was fortunate enough to run into her between now and whenever that would be. For 
now, DJ would return to his schmoozing duties until lunch was over.  
Taking a Breather…Sort of…: 1:10-2:20 
 As the last of the students passed by DJ on their way out of the cafeteria, DJ removed his 





deep breath, as though he had just completed a six-and-a-half-hour non-stop project. 
Unfortunately, the pause also allowed a little of the resulting exhaustion to bubble to the surface. 
He needed to sit down in a quiet place, but that would have to wait a few more minutes. He was 
going to help Kenny and Randy tidy one last time. So, after a few minutes of picking up trash 
and making small talk with his maintenance staff, it was back to his office.  
This time, he felt the need to enter through the front of the office. It had been a little 
while since he passed by his office staff, so he wanted to check in to see what had been going on. 
Also, there was a coffee pot up front, and he definitely needed a cup.  
Digging deep for a little extra energy to carry him through to when his part-coffee-fueled 
second wind would kick in, DJ pleasantly entered the main office and headed back towards the 
coffee pot. His receptionist greeted him, and immediately started with an update. 
“Hi Dr. Jones.” 
“Hey Mary. How’s everything going up here?” 
“Everything’s good. I sent a couple calls to your voicemail, and a few folks came looking 
for you.” 
“Thanks Mary. Who came by?” 
“Mrs. Wright, Mrs. Swain, and Kyle Griffin, but Kyle said that it wasn’t a big deal—he’d 
come find you in the morning before school starts. Mrs. Wright and Mrs. Swain didn’t say what 
it was about, but they indicated it wasn’t urgent.” 
DJ grabbed a paper cup from the stack beside the coffee pot and poured himself a half 
cup of coffee. “Got it. Thanks Mary.” 
He walked back to his office, stopping at Ryan’s office door and seeing Ryan sitting at 





“How’s it going?” DJ asked. 
“All good. Had a little visit from Joaquin again today. He mouthed off to Carol Swain in 
class. Nothing huge, just a little attitude. I took care of it.” 
DJ figured that was the reason Carol Swain came looking for him earlier, but he would 
reach out to her anyway, just to make sure.  
“Cool. Let me know if you need anything from me,” DJ said. 
“Sure,” Ryan replied turning back to his computer, indicating that he didn’t have 
anything else that needed DJ’s attention.  
DJ walked into his office satisfied that Ryan was addressing whatever situation with 
Joaquin. Ryan was a large Black man who, as the assistant principal, handled the majority of the 
discipline situations. He had a good relationship with many of the students. He could “bring the 
hammer down” when he needed to, but DJ rarely saw that. Most of the time, he would see Ryan 
in heated—but playful—arguments with students over which rap artists had meaningful lyrics. 
Ryan described himself as “old school,” and he would often challenge students to print out the 
lyrics of their favorite new rap songs and try to convince him about what it was that they were 
saying. Then, Ryan would print out the lyrics from an “old school” artist, and the back-and-forth 
would commence.  
Having been an assistant principal before, DJ had handled discipline, and he appreciated 
Ryan’s approach. Like himself, Ryan never felt that relationships evolved based solely on 
disciplinary encounters. It was all of the other interactions in between the disciplinary encounters 
that built the relationships and made discipline more effective. DJ also appreciated that he had 
staff like Ryan who also viewed relationships with students in a similar way. There were over 





meaningful way, at least. But when he stresses the importance of relationships to his faculty and 
staff, he often says that “every student should feel known by someone.” 
The deeper relationships just evolve. They just happen. You can’t force it. The 
most you can do is be there for them. ‘How can I support you? How can I serve 
you? How can I assist you?’ But I can only help—and I tell kids this all the 
time—I can only help if you come to me. If I don’t know what’s going on, how 
can I help? So you can’t force the relationships to get deeper. You put yourself 
out there, but they have to take it, and then, maybe it happens, maybe it doesn’t. 
You just can't force a positive relationship on a student. There are some kids I've 
tried to reach out to, and I get nothing from them. But I will make sure that 
somebody has a relationship with the kid. 
 
DJ sat down at his desk and woke his computer once more. It was just after 1:20, and he 
was feeling pretty good about the day so far. He had managed to do 14 informal walk-through 
observations and he had interacted with who-knows-how-many students. He could afford to 
spend the next little while in his office catching up on emails and voicemails. Besides, he would 
leave his door open in case anyone wanted to see him for anything. DJ only closed his door if he 
was in a sensitive meeting.  
 For about the next hour, DJ read and replied to emails. He returned a few phone calls, 
including calling the perpetually disgruntled parent, with whom he temporarily calmed down by 
listening to her concerns and then asking if she’d like to meet in person first thing the next 
morning. His willingness to meet with her so quickly took her a little by surprise, and she readily 
agreed. She even thanked him for being so responsive. Potential crisis averted…or slightly 
delayed, at least, he thought. He jotted down some notes for the upcoming debate tournament, 
and he called down to Conner’s counselor and asked her to add Conner to the weekly 9th/10th 
grade student support team meeting agenda. He searched for “Conner” in his email, skimmed 
through what he found, and printed out a handful from teachers and Conner’s parents to bring to 





He printed out the 26-page psychoeducational testing report and placed it in his 
backpack. He wouldn’t read the whole thing at home later, but he would skim through it, 
focusing on the parts he knew would be most important. He read over a couple of lesson plans 
that he had been given to review before some formal observations scheduled for the next few 
days, and he picked up a copy of a student essay that was sitting on the corner of his desk. Late 
last night, he had received an email from a teacher telling him that one of her students had 
written a really impressive essay. DJ wrote her back this morning and asked to see a copy. She 
must have dropped it off while he was out in the building. DJ knew that this student had 
struggled with his writing in the past, but this essay—written in class—indicated that he had 
made some major improvements. DJ sat back in his chair and read the essay. Looking at student 
work—hearing their “voice”—was so satisfying to DJ. Since becoming a principal, he had 
developed a new appreciation for what teachers did—what he used to do—on a daily basis. 
Teachers get to hear that “voice” for hours every day. Some might even take it for granted. At 
times when DJ was a teacher, he took it for granted. But now, with all of the other job 
responsibilities that pull DJ away from kids, the opportunities to hear student “voice” were 
cherished moments. He sat back, tried to tune out the rest of the world, and read through the 
essay. It was only three double-spaced pages, but DJ was impressed. This kid had come a long 
way with his writing—from both a technical perspective and a creative one.  I hope I run into 
him at dismissal today, he thought. DJ sat back up, placed the essay back on his desk, and looked 
up at the clock on the wall. It was about 2:20. Fifty minutes until dismissal.  
Wrapping up the Day: 2:20-5:00 
 DJ looked back at his email. There were about a dozen still unread. He looked at the 





newsletters that there just wasn’t going to be time to read through over the next few days. As for 
the rest, he quickly read through them to see if anything required his immediate attention. If not, 
he made mental notes of which emails he would reply to from home, which he would put off 
until tomorrow, and which ones that he would prefer to address in person. Whenever possible, 
especially if the emails were from teachers he could easily run into, DJ preferred to answer 
emails in person. It ultimately saved time. The possible back-and-forth could take hours or days 
via email but could all be resolved in minutes—or even seconds—in person.  
By now, it was almost 2:30. In less than 45 minutes, over 1000 students would be filling 
the halls, heading to busses, cars, sports practices, and other after school activities. A handful of 
staff would also be making a b-line to the parking lot. DJ could easily spend the next three or 
four hours sitting in his office reviewing curriculum documents, going through budget 
paperwork, answering some non-urgent emails, or editing some of the strategic planning drafts. 
Dismissal ran fine without him. Ryan was always out by the busses, and DJ’s other assistant 
principal hung out near the cafeteria, the area where most of the students who were going to 
athletic events would pass through. It was about 15-20 minutes of relatively controlled chaos, but 
DJ thought, I’ve got my walkie-talkie. Someone will call me if they need me.  
It was then that DJ realized that he hadn’t heard anything come over the walkie-talkie in 
hours. He heard occasional chatter between his assistant principals before lunch, but nothing 
since. He immediately picked it up to double check that it was on and the volume was up. It was 
rare that hours would go by without hearing chatter of some sort. To his satisfaction, everything 
seemed to be working fine. He started to think about the day so far: I spent most of the day out 
there with teachers and students. I’ve pretty much stayed on top of the few things that came up 





4:00, and not a single emerg—DJ stopped short of labeling the day as a really good. It wasn’t 
over yet, and as silly as it was, he didn’t want to jinx it.  
But, unlike some other days, DJ wasn’t in the middle of dealing with a major situation, or 
up to his eyeballs in work. He could choose how he was going to spend the next hour or so. In 
these moments, DJ almost always chose to get back out into the school. So, he picked up his 
walkie-talkie and walked towards the front of the office.  
DJ emerged from the office hallway into the area behind the receptionist’s desk. There, 
on the other side of the desk, he saw a parent of a 10th grade student signing her name in the 
early dismissal book.  
“Hey Peggy! How ya doin’?” DJ asked. 
Peggy looked up from the book to see DJ behind the reception desk. “Hi DJ!” she replied. 
“You pickin’ up Willa?” 
“Yeah. Just an annual checkup at the doctor. The latest appointment of the day that I 
could get.” 
“I hear ya. But she might be bummed to miss the rest of science,” DJ said with a smile, “I 
heard they’re doing some cool chemical reaction labs. Things have been smoking and bubbling 
in there all day!” 
“I know,” Peggy said. “She really likes that class. She thinks Mr. Graves is awesome.” 
“He sure is,” DJ said as he turned to walk into the building. “It was good to see you, 
Peggy. Have a great day!” 
“You too, DJ. Nice to see you.” 
DJ knew Peggy pretty well. Willa’s older sister had spent four years at the school, and 





counselors, and DJ had sat in on some of those. He also saw her dropping off Willa and her sister 
on her way to work most days. She was a nice parent with a pretty witty sense of humor. She 
didn’t take herself too seriously, and she always had reasonable expectations of her children and 
their experiences at school. Willa and her sister were also solid kids. Down-to-earth, 
hardworking, and very personable. Willa had her mother’s sense of humor, too.  
DJ left the office and proceeded down the hallway with no particular destination in mind. 
There was just over a half hour left in the school day, and he was just going to walk around and 
run into whoever he would run into. Within a few seconds, he noticed Willa walking towards 
him. As she approached, she smiled and said, “Hi. Dr. Jones.” 
DJ said, “Hi Willa. Off to the doctor?” 
For a second, Willa was surprised that DJ knew where she was going, but then, she 
thought, Dr. Jones seems to know everything, so this isn’t that unusual. He probably ran into my 
mother, anyway. Thinking of something a little more than an affirmative answer, Willa smiled 
and said, “Yeah, but I thought that an apple a day was supposed to keep the doctor away.” 
DJ smiled at Willa’s nice response, and then thought of a good one of his own. “You 
must not be aiming very good, then.” 
Willa almost came to a stop as she quickly processed what DJ said. Then, she started to 
laugh. “That was pretty funny, Dr. Jones.” 
“I try,” DJ said as the two passed each other. “Good luck. See you tomorrow.” 
“Bye, Dr. Jones!” 
DJ proceeded down the hallway for about 30 seconds, waiting to see who else he might 
run into, slowing down occasionally to glance through the open doorways of classrooms. Then, 





doing some chemical reaction lab. That would be a fun class to pop into at the end of the day, DJ 
thought. So, DJ doubled back and turned down the science hallway.  
DJ walked into the science class to see groups of 3 or 4 students huddled around the 
large, heavy, black-topped science tables. There were beakers, test tubes, and Bunsen burners 
placed on the tables. Goggle-wearing students were either manipulating the materials, scribbling 
diligently in their science notebooks, or staring at some kind of chemical reaction taking place. 
No one noticed DJ walk in.  
Mr. Graves was in the back of the room, wearing his own set of goggles, and huddled 
with a few students around a beaker whose white contents were beginning to foam. DJ walked 
over to the side of the room where the goggle rack hung on the wall, and he grabbed a pair for 
himself. He walked over to the group Mr. Graves was working with, determined that Mr. Graves 
was not holding anything dangerous-looking, and he gently put his hand on the teacher’s 
shoulder. Mr. Graves turned around to see DJ standing next to him, wearing a pair of goggles.  
“Hi Dr. Jones. Pretty cool, huh?”  
As DJ nodded in agreement, some of the students in relatively close proximity heard Mr. 
Graves mention DJ’s name, and looked up to see what was going on. A student at a different 
table excitedly yelled, “Dr. Jones! Come check this out!” 
DJ walked over to the other table, where a similar reaction was taking place, but this 
time, the beaker was resting over the flame from the Bunsen burner, and the reaction was 
happening much more quickly than in the previous group’s experiment.  
“We’re observing what happens when we mix things under different conditions,” the 
student informed DJ.  





The student pointed to his lab book, which contained a bunch of numbers and words 
messily scribbled around a few roughly drawn tables. “This reaction happened almost instantly 
with the fire, but it took like two minutes without the fire.”  
“Interesting,” DJ said, as he directed his gaze back to the reaction taking place over the 
Bunsen burner flame. “Keep up the good work, and don’t burn yourselves,” DJ warned with a 
smile.  
For the next 15 minutes, DJ meandered from group to group, watching and gently 
engaging with the students, being careful not to be too intrusive or distracting. This was one of 
the best parts of the job for DJ. He was in a business-as-usual classroom, interacting with kids 
and content. No heavy decisions needed to be made. No pressing issues pulling him in other 
directions. This was what school was all about, and he was in the middle of it.  
 After Mr. Graves made the announcement to begin cleaning up the lab materials, DJ 
exchanged a few quick pleasantries with him before hanging up his own goggles and heading out 
of the classroom. As DJ walked back down the hall towards the school exit that led to the bus 
lanes and student parking lot, he was very happy with how the day went. He felt like he got a 
typical amount of “stuff” done, but he was able to be out in the building, engaging with students 
and teachers for most of the day. Not every day was like this. Some days there are lots of 
meetings. Some days, he doesn’t even come to school due to all-day-long district meetings. 
Other days there are looming deadlines for one thing or another, and he needs to spend more 
time in his office doing paperwork. And the emails. So many emails. From parents, teachers, 
district personnel. And then, there are the unknowns—things that just pop up out of the blue and 
have to be dealt with—sometimes taking up hours, or even days. A skirmish in the cafeteria. 





DJ tries to control what he can. He’ll space out meetings. He’ll push tasks that might take 
longer than a few minutes to the end of the day, once the students are gone. He’ll take work 
home. But he has to push hard to be able to get out and engage with the teachers and students. DJ 
said,  
With the timing and all the other job responsibilities we have, and the day to 
day... There's a lot of responsibilities. When I look at my weeks ahead, I might 
see a week that's very busy. Lots of meetings. Since I know that I'm not 
necessarily going to be engaging [with kids] that much, I’ll look for a two or 
three-hour block, wherever I can find one, and just say, ‘That's what I'm doing. 
I'm going in classes just to see kids and see teachers.’ Email and meetings can eat 
you up in a leadership position. You want to be responsive when somebody's 
emailing you and you want to get back to them in 24 hours, but that's not why I'm 
here. That’s important, but right this moment—during the school day—I’m here 
for kids. I’ll push whatever I can until after school. 
 
 DJ made his way to the exit a few minutes before the final bell chimed. He walked 
through the doors, feeling the sunlight for the first time today. When he arrived at school this 
morning, it was still dark. Ryan was leaning up against the red brick exterior wall, typing away 
on his smartphone.  
 “Hey Ryan,” DJ said. 
 Looking up from his phone, Ryan nodded, “Hey. Just writing Lucy Parks. She said that 
she overheard Carly in class today all irritated about her coat and her boyfriend, Gerome, and 
maybe some other girl. I dunno.”  
 DJ cocked his head and squinted slightly, indicating that he wasn’t quite able to piece 
together the situation based on Ryan’s description. 
 “Yeah. I have no idea. I’m just writing her back, telling her that I’ll look into it. I’ll try to 
catch Carly on her way out,” Ryan clarified. 
 DJ was satisfied. Ryan will handle it and bring him in if he needs to. For now, DJ leaned 





saw the 4:00 Basketball reminder was the only other thing on his calendar for the day. He 
opened up his email application. It looked like another 15 or so emails had come in since he left 
his office less than an hour earlier. A quick scan revealed nothing urgent. No big deal, he 
thought. I’ll just clear ‘em all out after basketball.  
 Just then, the bell marking the end of the school day chimed. About 10 seconds later, a 
slow trickle of students started coming through the doors. About 10 seconds after that, the trickle 
became a stream. Ten more seconds and it was a flood. Hundreds of students were making their 
way to their cars and to the busses, some laughing or talking with friends, others quiet and 
walking alone. A few gave DJ and Ryan high fives or fist-bumps as they walked by, and DJ and 
Ryan said “goodbye” to a good number of students as they passed, but for the most part, DJ and 
Ryan were largely ignored. That sat fine with DJ. Kids are typically excited at the end of the day. 
For some of them, they have places to go and things to do. For others, it might be the first time 
they have been able to see some of their friends since before the school day. DJ just liked 
watching them all interact with each other. He just liked seeing the kids. He was always on the 
lookout for students who might not seem like themselves. He liked just noticing a random 
student and thinking about their story. He knew a lot of these kids, and each had an interesting 
story. But there were far more kids he didn’t know very well, but he knew that they each had a 
story, too.  As the kids all swarmed out, DJ watched everyone, thinking about all those 
relationships and all those stories.  
Knowing kids makes a huge difference, period. There’s not a doubt in my mind. 
And it’s not just the teachers’ jobs…or the AP’s jobs. It’s everyone’s job. Mine 
included. Mine especially. If anyone ever said to me, ‘knowing kids is not your 
job,’ I’m done. I’m out. Meaningful relationships are seen and felt by everyone. 






 DJ saw one student, Trevor, come out laughing about something with a couple friends. 
He recalled,  
I remember seeing Trevor walking down the hall one day and he looked a little 
bummed, and I just said, ‘Hey, Trevor. You okay? You don't look like yourself 
today,’ and he was like, ‘Yeah, I'm good. Thanks.’ His mom called me the next 
day and just said he was a little down—he had a negative experience with a peer, 
and he just came home and said, ‘Dr. Jones actually noticed that I looked down, 
and we've only had a couple little conversations, but I can’t believe that he 
noticed that about me and I really appreciated that,’ and mom was like, ‘That's 
why our kids are here,’ so yes, knowing kids—and these little, short encounters—
have an impact. 
 
Then, DJ saw another student emerge from the school. Kevin was a senior who had a 
rough sophomore and junior year. At the time, DJ didn’t know Kevin that well, but from the few 
interactions he had with Kevin, he thought that he was a nice kid, with a very friendly 
personality. He had never heard anyone speak negatively about Kevin. DJ said, 
Not all relationships start out positive. I've had some bad relationships. It's going 
to happen. Not everybody likes me and that's fine. But sometimes things start out 
difficult but get better. I had to suspend Kevin twice for plagiarism. I liked the kid 
but these decisions—it was just not a great way to start building a relationship. 
His parents were awesome, and fast forward half a year—to his senior year—and 
we're [students, teachers, admin] talking about, ‘How can we really drive home 
that honor code aspect to our kids?’ This kid actually came to me and said, ‘I 
want to tell my story.’ He got up in front of a huge group of students and talked 
about cheating and how it made him feel and how he now gets it and wants to 
give back to kids so that they don't make the same mistakes he made. And I'll tell 
you what, you get a kid standing up in front of his peers and saying, ‘I cheated 
twice. I got suspended twice. Here's the impact it had on me both negative from a 
college standpoint and positive from who I am,’ that's huge. 
 
DJ smiled at Kevin as he walked by. 
“Take it easy, Dr. Jones! See ya tomorrow!” Kevin announced. 
“Bye Kevin! Have a great afternoon!” 
As the busses began pulling away, the emerging students slowed back to a trickle. DJ and 





3:40. The school was about to get pretty quiet. Within the next 15-20 minutes, most of the 
teachers would be gone, and the only folks left would be those few who enjoyed working late, 
the maintenance staff, and the couple of sports teams who were practicing today. It happened to 
be a day with no games, no after school clubs, and no late afternoon meetings. It was a pretty 
productive day, DJ thought. I’ll do a bit in my office now, go hang out at basketball practice for 
a few minutes, and then come back to wrap it all up for the day. 
The last thing that DJ would do each day before leaving to head home was to wrap 
everything up. This meant heading back to his office, doing paperwork, emailing, returning or 
making calls—pretty much all of the administrative stuff that had carried over from the day 
before or that had piled up during the day. Sometimes this was 15 minutes worth of work, other 
times, he would work for hours. He rarely ever ended the day with every item from his “to-do 
list” checked off, but he always tried to get to a point where he felt comfortable with whatever he 
was saving for another time. He always tried to stay until most clubs and activities were over and 
the building was almost empty. He was less concerned about sports, since they often stayed past 
6 or 7 at night, and since there were so many late nights for other reasons, he tried to limit how 
many late games and practices he attended. Most of the time, he was able to make appearances at 
those late games without having to stay for the whole thing.  
DJ arrived back to his office, loosened his tie, and did about 20 minutes worth of 
administrative work before heading down to the gym to check out basketball practice. In the 
gym, DJ stuck close to the coach. He used to coach basketball, but he didn’t want to step on his 
coach’s feet, so he stood a few feet behind the coach, observed, and only inserted himself when 
he felt comfortable. DJ and the coach had a good working relationship, and the coach always 





strategy, and on fewer occasions, DJ would interact with the students, praising or constructively 
critiquing their form or effort. Coming down to basketball was a treat for DJ. For a few minutes, 
he didn’t feel like a principal—at least not in the way that some people think of principals. At the 
same time, it was still one more point of contact with people, one other aspect of the school that 
he was responsible for, and it only added to his broad and deep understanding of the complete 
picture of his school community and the individuals within it.  
After roughly 30 minutes in the gym, DJ quietly excused himself, and walked through a 
nearly empty building back into his office. Aside from the custodial staff, the only people left on 
campus were a handful of teachers who typically stayed until about 5 or 5:30, the athletes and 
coaches who were mainly in the gym and out on the fields, and the leads for the school play who 
were meeting with the theater director in the auditorium. Pretty quiet afternoon, DJ thought.  
DJ spent another 30-or-so minutes in his quiet office wrapping things up for the day. He 
responded to a few emails, drafted a few new ones, and packed up some paperwork. DJ 
estimated about an hour’s worth of work to do later in the evening. He put his walkie-talkie back 
in the charger, grabbed his things, and shut off his light as he left his office. On his way out, DJ 
walked by the open door to the auditorium. He stopped in the doorway, which was at the back of 
the mostly dark theater, to briefly watch four students on stage enthusiastically rehearsing some 
lines. As one of the students was delivering her lines, she noticed DJ standing in the doorway. 
She carried on without pause, but flashed a big smile in DJ’s direction. DJ smiled back and gave 
her a thumbs up. This was a pretty good day, DJ thought, as he turned to walk out of the 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 
The purpose of this narrative inquiry was to look deeply at the principal-student 
relationship in order to gain a more robust understanding of the understudied phenomenon. This 
chapter begins with a discussion of the major findings as related to the literature. Next, a possible 
framework for viewing the principal-student relationship is presented.  Then, a reflective section 
on process and limitations is included. Implications, and directions for future research on the 
topic follow, and the chapter closes with a brief conclusion. The research questions I sought to 
explore in this study were: (a) What does the principal-student relationship mean to a principal 
and his/her students? (b) How does a principal describe the interactions he/she has with his/her 
students, and vice-versa? (c) What purpose(s) do(es) the PSR serve to the 
principal/students/school? (d) What factors help or hinder the PSR? In the following pages, I 
hope to illuminate some possible answers to these questions, and present a new sense of 
significance and meaning regarding the principal-student relationship.  
Major Findings 
 Over the course of the data analysis and restorying process, nine dominant themes 
emerged. The themes, presented in this section, were used to help create the framework for 
exploring the principal-student relationship presented in the following section.  
The Kids are What Save this Job 
 The decision to write DJ’s day-in-the-life-of story as an overwhelmingly positive, easy, 
simple, or even joyful day was purposeful. While a day like this is not necessarily the norm—if 





like this one to periodically surface. The literature is often quite descriptive regarding the 
multitude of concerns for which a principal is responsible. However, as Lunenburg (2010) 
discussed, those concerns are numerous, highly variable, and often unpredictable, pulling 
principals in multiple directions, and can vary widely from site to site. On this particular day, at 
this particular school, DJ experienced minimal “pull” away from opportunities to engage with his 
students.    
This decision to craft the day this way was intentional, as this research is focused on the 
principal-student relationship, and not the other demands of the job. The interviews and 
observations provided an overwhelmingly positive view of the PSR phenomenon. Positive, 
healthy, and productive relationships with students were a primary goal for principals in this 
study. While principals did point out that many neutral and some negative, tenuous, or tense 
relationships do indeed exist, they downplayed the impact or volume of any negative 
relationships, and remained optimistic that some, if not most, of those relationships could evolve 
into more positive relationships. Principals allocated their negative comments and moments of 
tension, discomfort, or displeasure about the job to the realm of adults and/or the bureaucracy 
(which were not foci of this study). For example, one principal stated, “The kids are what save 
this job. Even on their most maddening days, that’s just them trying to figure out their way in the 
world. Part of what makes this work fulfilling for me is getting to know kids and seeing their 
trajectory and their growth, and knowing that you in some way had an impact on them, whether 
that's because you hired the teacher who was their big mentor, or a direct interaction that I can 
quantify.” As such, DJ’s day evolved from an analysis of data in order to best present the 
findings in a way that highlighted the nature of the principal-student relationships described by 





No Empty Spaces 
 DJ arrived to school with three appointments on his calendar: A first period teacher 
meeting, a grade-level parent meeting in which he would need to make an appearance, and a 
lunch meeting with the Student Government Association. The rest of his calendar was blank. 
However, this did not mean that DJ was free to spend the day answering emails, completing 
paperwork, or performing other non-interactive administrative or managerial tasks. This day, like 
most others was “marked by numerous impromptu meetings, small “fires” to put out, or potential 
problems to mitigate before they [became] big problems.” Furthermore, there were certain 
anchor points that rarely appeared on DJ’s calendar, but were almost always staples of any day: 
mainly arrival, lunch in the cafeteria and dismissal. DJ rarely missed being present at these 
anchor points. The vast amount of “empty space” on DJ’s calendar was filled completely with 
mostly human interactions by the end of the day, which reinforces the claim made by authors, 
like Fullan (2001), that a principal’s interpersonal relationships are essential components of the 
job. 
At Least a Thousand Interactions a Day 
These human interactions define DJ’s practice. Often referred to as “check-ins,” these 
interactions with teachers, students, staff, and parents are typically quick, casual encounters 
consisting of fist-bumps, high fives, short greetings, small inquiries, or quick acknowledgements 
of performance, achievement, or effort. When asked to estimate how many of these engagements 
might take place during the course of a day, DJ responded, “at least a thousand interactions a 
day.” While the actual number may vary depending on the day or exactly what might constitute 
an interaction, it was clear from the interviews and observations that there are too many (or some 





When viewed in isolation, these check-ins might seem insignificant, as they are often 
incredibly brief and only occasionally reference academic or behavioral “school-related” issues. 
However, these check-ins are quite purposeful and important to DJ. The quantity of these check-
ins gives DJ, who no longer has the same daily, immersive platform through which to engage 
students as teachers do, a better chance of possibly connecting with students.  The deeper and 
more meaningful relationships are rarely formed from one or a few encounters. It takes time, and 
often persistency on DJ’s part for students to recognize that their principal is more than some 
distant authority figure. According to the literature, the perception of the principal as a distant 
authority figure remains to varying degrees to this day, though the perception has been changing 
in recent decades due in large part to principals’ attention to issues of school climate, student 
well-being, and general trends towards more relational or people-centered leadership practices. 
DJ’s relational nature exemplifies the trend away from traditional notions of the principal.  
Given the numerous demands of the job, DJ must push himself to be visible and 
accessible. He seeks out the opportunities that might maximize his interactions, which is why 
arrival, lunchtime, and dismissal are often the times when he tries to avoid scheduling meetings 
or working in his office. But even during class times or sports, when students are typically 
actively engaged with other adults, DJ recognizes the need to be present and engaging.  
Holy Cow! My Principal Knows Me! 
During these countless check-ins, DJ is constantly engaging with people face-to-face. He 
high-fives and fist-bumps students. He engages them in casual conversation about how their day 
is going, what video games they’re talking about, or the band logo on their shirt. He tells them 
jokes and laughs with them, and he shows a sincere concern for their well-being in general and 





achievements and efforts. His desire to get to know his students, along with his care and concern 
for their well-being are deeply aligned with the notions of care, support, and nurturance that are 
often ascribed to the types of meaningful school relationships that Noddings and others describe 
in the Characteristics and Significance of Positive TSRs section of Chapter 2.  
Over time, DJ gets to know some of his students on a more personal level. Sometimes the 
more meaningful knowing comes mostly as a result of numerous check-ins, other times, it might 
help that DJ appears to have a reputation as an “always around” principal who cares about his 
students. In some cases, it helps that he has existing relationships with families and older 
siblings.  
DJ’s “always around” presence and his genuine interest in getting to know the students is 
not only important to DJ, but he believes that it is important to the students as well. DJ believes 
that he has to be visible, engaging, and interested in order for “the relational capacity [to] be 
true” to the students. Just as Gentilucci and Muto (2007) noted, students are able to distinguish 
between principals who were simply visible and those who engaged with them and were 
approachable. But it is not just DJ who believes that students notice and value his presence and 
approachability. DJ’s former students, Martin and Will, for example, enthusiastically testified to 
DJ’s relational authenticity.  
Tracking Endless Details 
 In order to build these connections and relationships, DJ retains an incredible amount of 
information in his head, and much of it is highly detailed. While it is difficult to say exactly how 
this is possible (DJ believes that “it’s just a gift”), there is no doubt that the information is 
helpful to DJ and helpful to the relationship-building process. He knows some students’ 





have told him about. He knows who got hit pretty hard in the football game the night before. And 
he’s constantly adding new information to his cache, like finding out that a student is a Def 
Leppard fan, or new details about some video game the kids are playing. All of this helps DJ 
build, maintain, and deepen connections with his students.  
I’m a People Person: Background and Characteristics 
DJ’s background and character definitely contribute to his capacity as a relational leader. 
He describes himself as a “people person” who has “always prioritized relationships.” He was 
prioritizing relationships as a teacher, and even long before that. He has always had a vested 
interest in getting to know people, and his passion for working with kids seemed to naturally lead 
him into the schools.  
DJ’s seemingly natural propensity to build meaningful connections and relationships, 
along with his interest in working with kids, was definitely a point of struggle for him when 
making the decision to move out of the classroom. In fact, being out of the classroom remains a 
struggle for him, as he finds it much more difficult to build the kinds of relationships that he did 
when he was a teacher. DJ’s background and characteristics are worth noting, as this appears to 
corroborate the commonly held beliefs (as described in the Characteristics and Significance of 
Positive TSRs section of Chapter 2) that backgrounds and characteristics—relational and 
otherwise—play significant roles in influencing new relationships. Fitzsimons (2012) extended 
this notion to the leadership domain, claiming that leaders bring along and employ their 
previously developed relational schemas into the organizations that they lead.  
Authority and Friendliness: A Balancing Act 
As Schiewer (2013) mentioned when discussing the TSR, a balance between authority 





for DJ. On one hand, during my observations of the principals, there appeared to be only a small 
number of principal-student interactions that I might identify as the principal exercising his 
authority. The overwhelming majority of the interactions appeared purely friendly. On the other 
hand, one might argue that the principal’s deep, detailed, and personal knowledge of so many 
students and situations, coupled with the commonly held perceptions of and more traditional 
beliefs about the principalship in general could be a subtle or subconscious reminder of the 
principal’s inherent authority during any interactions.  
The interactions between principals and students in this study did not appear to have a 
large power differential. In other words, the principal did not appear to be a looming 
authoritarian figure, and the student was not some insignificant subject. Many of the relations 
appeared to be more egalitarian, just as Janson et al. (2011) noted in their observations and 
discourse analysis of a principal and his student. 
Given the traditional or historical perceptions of the principalship (as described in detail 
in Chapter Two), along with the true degree of responsibility and authority that comes with the 
role, it may be important to maximize friendly interactions and delegate some of the disciplinary 
responsibilities, as DJ appeared to do, in order to attempt to find a balance between authority and 
friendliness. Besides, as DJ noted, relationships do not evolve based solely on disciplinary 
confrontations. It is the positive relationship that can make disciplinary encounters—or any other 
encounters requiring the exercising of authority—more productive.  
They Help Me Do My Job: Meaning and Purpose 
Beyond the sheer enjoyment and energizing nature of building relationships with 
students, DJ firmly believes that his relationships, along with the relational culture and climate 





responsibility as serving kids. “Kids come first,” according to DJ, and those who work with him 
know it.  
He feels that his many check-ins, and the deeper relationships that often result, keep him 
connected to what is going on in the school. They can provide opportunities to catch small 
problems before they become bigger. They can help reveal staffing, process, or program issues 
or inefficiencies. DJ’s decisions are more informed when he knows students, and when he needs 
to help or support teachers or students, that help is much more effective. His constant presence 
and approachability make it easier for some students to seek DJ out when they have concerns. 
Furthermore, making potentially difficult confrontations more productive is one of many positive 
outcomes that result from DJ’s relationship building.   
This strongly aligns with the literature on the significance of TSRs presented in Chapter 
2. As Murray (2014) and Freiberg (2014) noted, supportive TSRs provide students with a sense 
of safety and security, provide teachers with insights about how students learn, and create a 
foundation for a strong classroom community. Landrum (2014) also mentions the building of 
relational capital, which can be leveraged when challenges arise. The findings of this study 
appear to extend the significance of TSRs into the realm of PSRs. As Lunenburg (2010) notes 
that ‘monitoring students’ is a common responsibility for principals, though performing that task 
could involve direct interactions or working through the systems and structures of the school and 
the bureaucracy, this study shows DJ clearly prioritizing direct interactions over working through 
the system. The findings also align with the literature presented in the section The Principal’s 
Impact on the School Environment in Chapter 2, which essentially states that the principal’s 
relationships are strong contributors to school culture and climate, and that focusing on culture 





understanding difficult problems and complex relationships within the school” (MacNeil et al., 
2009, p. 77).  
Challenges and Complications 
A variety of considerations exist that complicate the development of principal-student 
relationships. First, as the literature on the principalship presented in Chapter 2 revealed, and as 
was briefly mentioned earlier in this chapter, the role of the principalship is both broad and deep, 
complicated, unpredictable, and highly variable. The demands on a principal’s time are many, 
and principals must choose what to prioritize and how to best meet their responsibilities. The 
principals interviewed for this study all mentioned the vast amount of work and resulting lack of 
time as a barrier to getting out into the school to build relationships with students. Each principal 
discussed making concerted efforts to be able to do so.  
Second, as Noddings (2013) mentioned, caring relationships are not one-sided. The 
cared-for much acknowledge and receive the care provided by the one-caring. Not all students 
that principals engage may choose to receive that care. Furthermore, the sheer numbers of 
students for whom principals are responsible limits the number of relationships that might be 
formed.  
 For DJ, though, it is not only about his relationships with students. It is also about his 
teachers’ relationships with students and the overall relational culture within the school. When 
DJ is actively engaging with students—and doing so anywhere and anytime he can—he expects 
teachers to notice. DJ espouses the importance of being deeply invested in students’ lives, and 
DJ believes that teachers recognize the importance of building positive relationships. While DJ 
tries to build relationships with practically any and every student he can, he recognizes the 





Advancing a Framework for the Principal-Student Relationship 
As the literature revealed in Chapter Two, the small amount of research on the PSR 
exposed the resulting lack of theoretical frameworks which may be used to explore the 
phenomenon. Relational theories hold some promise, yet lack leadership considerations, and 
many leadership theories stem from an entity standpoint and lack the subjectivity and social 
constructionist perspectives of relational approaches. Relational leadership theory may hold 
some promise, as it attempts to bridge the gap in leadership theory literature by considering both 
entity and social constructionist perspectives. Still, there remain numerous understandings of and 
approaches to relational leading (Larsen & Rasmussen, 2015), and the depths of those 
approaches suggests that numerous relational leading lenses could be used to explore the 
different aspects of the principal-student relationship. As such, what follows is an initial attempt 
to incorporate this study’s findings with the existing conceptual frameworks outlined in Chapter 
Two in order to advance one possible conception of the principal-student relationship.  
Chapter Two of this study presents a synthesis of the conceptual and theoretical findings 
regarding the TSR and PSR (Table 2.3 and 2.4). That synthesis resulted in a list of a priori codes 
(Table 3.1) that were used to initially analyze the current study’s data. This section applies the 
current study’s findings to those frameworks and advances one possible conceptual structure 
through which the PSR may be viewed.  
 The vast majority of the contents of Tables 2.3, 2.4, and 3.1 were found in some form in 
the data from this study, and very little data were found that could not be applied in some way to 
the existing frameworks. That said, much of the data did not fit exclusively into one previously 
identified code or category. For example, Table 3.1 lists students feeling cared for and students 





the two within the findings or it did not seem necessary to attempt to do so. Similarly, on the 
principal side for example, time constraints and other job responsibilities were two separate 
codes, yet the relevant findings often had the two going hand-in-hand. While it may have been 
possible to explore additional avenues of questioning and observation following the initial 
analysis of the data in order to further “tease out” information that could provide more precise 
categorizations, that approach was determined unnecessary for the purposes and scope of this 
study. Through an exploration of the nine themes, the dominant codes (which were largely the 
contents of Tables 2.3, 2.4, and 3.1) were reorganized (and occasionally reworded) in a way that 
best addressed the research questions and presented a stronger understanding of the PSR. This 
reorganization presents 16 dimensions of the principal-student relationship grouped into four 
categories: Principal Characteristics, Building the PSR, Meaning and Purpose, and Challenges. 
Table 5.1 presents a summary of the PSR categories and associated dimensions, and Tables 5.2 
through 5.5 expand upon each dimension, providing a list of aligned elements from Tables 2.3, 
2.4, and 3.1, as well as selected examples from DJ’s story in Chapter Four. While some 
dimensions, like tracking endless details or maximizing exposure, appeared to be somewhat new 
findings, they still aligned with some of the original elements, albeit to a lesser degree than other 
dimensions. In these cases, what encouraged their inclusion in the new framework was their 
status as major findings from this study.  
 The major findings from this study helped to define the categories. For example, tracking 
endless details and the kids are what save this job were combined with I’m a people person to 
create the Principal Characteristics category. No empty spaces, a thousand interactions a day, 
my principal knows me, and authority/friendliness balance combined to form the Building the 






Summary of the Categories and Dimensions of the PSR 
PSR Category Dimensions 
Principal 
Characteristics 
Existing relational capacity/preference 
Tracking endless details 
Prioritizing students 
Building the PSR 
Check-ins (Characteristics: Many, short, mostly 
personal/supportive/encouraging) 
Maximizing exposure 
Meaningful knowing/displaying genuine interest 




Increased connection to the life of the school/better monitoring/reveal 
successes and problems 
Additional avenue for kids to use if they have problems/concerns 
Improves disciplinary effectiveness 
Setting example for teachers.  
Challenges 
Time/other job responsibilities 
School size 
General struggle being away from classroom 
Relationships are two sided - kids have to choose to receive the care 
 
complications are more clearly linked to obvious categories. Some findings could be mapped to 
multiple dimensions (for example, no empty spaces can be associated with maximizing exposure 
and time/other job responsibilities). While some findings are mapped to specific dimensions, and 
others to entire categories, it was my own synthesis of the literature and the major findings—
guided by the research questions—that produced the framework. 
It is important to note that while few wholly “new” elements or characteristics seemed to 
appear, what is new is the reorganizing/renaming and new packaging of those elements into 









PSR Category: Principal Characteristics 
Dimensions 
Aligned with Elements 
from Tables 2.3, 2.4, 3.1 




personal interest, ability 
to minimize negative 
affect, supportive, caring, 
sense of community 
Principals described themselves 
as entering the role with an 
existing propensity for building 
relationships or interacting with 
people/students. 
Having been a teacher (p. 80), always been a 
people person (pp. 79-80), "I wanted to 
develop deep connections with students and 
learn their stories" (p. 80), "As DJ walked 
through the hall…" (pp. 82-83) 
Tracking endless 
details 
meaningful knowing Principals retained a vast amount 
of highly detailed knowledge 
about individual students. 
Retains a massive amount of information in 
his head (pp. 89-90, 113), "Billy" situation 
on pp. 82, 84-85, “Great work on that social 
studies test the other day,”...“Man, that was a 
rough tackle in the game last night. You ok?” 
(p. 86), Seth (pp. 88-89), Stephanie's 
teachers (pp. 97-98) 
Prioritizing 
students 
Student needs centered, 
personal interest, 
engaging/interacting 
While the demands on principals 
were great and varied, principals 
considered students both the most 
enjoyable aspect of the job as 
well as the most important. 
"Kids are the best part of the job..." (p. 81), 
"Working with kids was DJ's priority…being 
around kids is why I got into this in the first 
place" (pp. 79-80), "Knowing kids makes a 













Table 5.3  
PSR Category: Building the PSR 
Dimensions 
Aligned with Elements 
from Tables 2.3, 2.4, 3.1 
Description Examples from DJ's Story 
Check-ins  requiring direct interactions, 




Principals attempted to interact with as 
many students as possible, as often as 
possible, in the form of "check-ins." 
Check-ins were often brief, mostly 
personal, supportive, or encouraging 
engagements. 
Brief description on p. 79, numerous examples 
throughout the story 
Maximizing exposure Time constraints, other job 
responsibilities 
Principals had to work hard to find 
opportunities to engage with students 
given the various demands of the job. As 
such, principals sought opportunities that 
would maximize their exposure to as 
many students as possible. 
Minimizing time spent in the office; present 
during student arrival, dismissal, lunch periods 
in the cafeteria, in the halls during class changes; 
acting as the faculty advisor for the student 
government association; making appearances at 
sports events/practices or other clubs/activities, 
"To build the best relationship..." (p. 86), 
classroom observations/Mr. Graves' room at the 






Check-ins and any other encounters were 
characterized by the principals having a 
genuine interest in the lives of their 
students, and in doing so, principals 
often gained deeper insights into the 
lives and personalities of students. 
"I wanted to develop deep connections with 
students and learn their stories" (p. 80), "To 
build the best relationship..." (p. 86), Seth (pp. 
88-89), Reena (pp. 96-97), asking teacher to 








Principals favored positive, casual, and 
friendly interactions with students. 
Principals did not appear to prefer or 
enjoy interactions that only emphasized 
their authority. Interactions/relationships 
gravitated more towards egalitarianism 
than an authority-subordinate 
relationship. 
Many examples of friendliness/authority 
throughout the story: examples during arrival 
(pp. 86-87), "Billy" situation (pp. 84-85), "Once 
again, DJ is high-fiving and playfully shouting at 










Table 5.4  
PSR Category: Meaning and Purpose 
Dimensions 
Aligned with Elements 
from Tables 2.3, 2.4, 3.1 





In a job marked by many demands, 
challenging or stressful situations, and 
many moments of tension, principals 
enjoyed engaging with their students most 
of all.  
"I wanted to develop deep connections 
with students and learn their stories" (p. 
80), Meeting with the SGA 
Increased connection to 
the life of the 
school/better 
monitoring/reveal 
successes and problems 
Meeting students' needs, 
sense of community, 
academic achievement, 
improved behavior/discipline 
Through meaningful relationships with 
students, principals had a better sense of 
what was going on in their schools in 
general, and with specific students in 
particular. Those relationships helped reveal 
successes and challenges, and assisted 
principals in making better, more informed 
decisions.  
"…the importance of building meaningful 
relationships…" (p. 80), "It helps me best 
serve the school because..." (p. 81), 
Teacher meeting (p. 90), Reena (pp. 96-
97), Will (pp. 99-101), meeting with the 
SGA, "Why should [the principal]…" (pp. 
106-107) 
Additional avenue for 




for the other's well-being 
Having caring relationships with students 
(or having the reputation of having caring 
relationships with students) provided 
students with another adult who might be 
approachable and a potential 
advocate/support person. 
Billy situation on pp. 84-85, Stephanie 
(pp. 93-95), Will (pp. 99-101), "Why 
should [the principal]…" (pp. 106-107) 
Improves disciplinary 
effectiveness 
Improved behavior/discipline Having caring, supportive relationships with 
students potentially improves disciplinary 
effectiveness. 
"And then they see how much positive 
relationships can help with so many 
different things: discipline, addressing 
conflict…" (p. 91),  Martin (pp. 113-117), 
Ryan/Joaquin story (p. 122) 
Setting example for 
teachers.  
School environment (share 
ideas, sense of community) 
Principals all recognized the importance and 
impact of positive, meaningful relationships 
between students and adults, and advocated 
for the building of those relationships 
through modeling healthy interactions. 









Table 5.5  
PSR Category: Challenges 
Dimensions 
Aligned with Elements 
from Tables 2.3, 2.4, 3.1 
Description Examples from DJ's Story 
Time/other job 
responsibilities 
Time constraints, other job 
responsibilities 
The various demands of the job often make 
it difficult to find time to engage with 
individual students.  
Numerous references in Chapter Four 
to meetings with faculty/staff, parent 
phone calls, emails, paperwork, 
reviewing lesson plans, etc., example 
from first year as a principal on p. 83, 
"two meetings at the same time (p. 91), 
"...a six-and-a-half-hour non-stop 
project" (p. 121), "With the timing and 
all the other job responsibilities we 
have..." (p. 130) 
School size School environment (size) Meaningful relationships take time and 
energy to build, and there are just too many 
students in most schools to build those kinds 
of relationships with large numbers of 
students.  
"There were over 1000 students at the 
school…" (p. 122) 
General struggle being 
away from classroom 
time constraints, other job 
responsibilities 
The regular, intimate setting of a classroom 
often provides small enough numbers and an 
ideal environment to encourage relationship 
development. Principals recognize and 
lament no longer having the same access 
that type of environment. 
"I had to wrestle with moving out of the 
classroom completely…" (pp. 80-81) 
Relationships are two 
sided - kids have to 






As much effort as principals may make 
towards laying the foundations for 
relationships to develop, relationships 
cannot be forced. Students must choose to 
receive the principal's efforts for a 
relationship to develop. 
"If DJ isn’t around for arrival, or if he 
isn’t in the cafeteria during 
lunchtime…" (p. 87), Stephanie (pp. 
93-95), Will (pp. 99-101), "DJ thought 
about other former students…" (pp. 
117-118), "The deeper relationships 





categories and dimensions is by no means exhaustive. The categories and dimensions evolved 
from this one study, and subsequent studies into the PSR phenomenon may further rearrange, 
enhance, or add to the existing components. Furthermore, the examples pulled from DJ’s story 
are provided to simply direct the reader back to some relevant elements that aligned with the 
dimensions. Not all relevant elements from the story were included, and many elements might 
apply to multiple dimensions.  
Limitations or Reflections on Process 
 As explained in Chapter Three, the narrative approach lacks a defined set of procedures 
or guidelines, and arts-based educational research can include aesthetic design elements and the 
making of creative “choices” by the researcher in order for the reader to see a phenomenon in 
new ways and deepen a discussion on educational policy and practice. Some may view the 
method’s lack of clearly defined procedures and resulting subjective and aesthetic choices as 
limitations of the study, while others may simply see new questions that might arise from those 
choices, leading to more robust conversations. As such, in this section, I will briefly reflect on 
some of the choices that I made, leaving it to the reader to decide on what might constitute a 
“limitation.” 
 At the beginning of this chapter, I discussed one of the reasons why DJ’s day was 
overwhelmingly positive or pleasant. The agonizing, emotionally taxing, and burdensome issues 
that principals must often engage—issues like discipline, students with severe emotional issues, 
substance abuse, legal troubles, or even student deaths, among many others—are not lost on the 
researcher. Those issues were not prominent stories from the interviews or observations. 
Furthermore, the choice to avoid those weighty topics was also anthropological in nature. In 





cultures conceive the good, rather than differences or suffering ("Looking for the good," August 
3, 2014). It is for all of these reasons that decisions were made to present DJ’s day as 
overwhelmingly positive and crisis-free. 
 It was also a choice to present the narrative as one day, as opposed to a month, or a 
semester, or a year. That choice was primarily made to better align with the single-day-
observations of each principal. Principals were asked to select a day that they thought would be 
“lighter” on meetings or administrative work in order to maximize the possibility of observing 
principal-student interactions. While these observed days were indeed legitimate school days, 
additional observations may have shed more light on the more typical amounts of time that 
principals could devote to developing student relationships, or how other factors may have 
impacted principal-student interactions and relationships.  
At this point, it is important to briefly discuss how the term relationship is used in this 
study. As the literature reveals, there is no one universal definition of relationship, as the 
phenomenon itself is highly individualized and subjective. One might hesitate to label the vast 
majority of the principal-student “encounters” presented in this study as “relationships.” If some 
may not consider these encounters “meaningful relationships” in and of themselves, at the very 
least, they can be seen as the building blocks or budding stages of potential meaningful 
relationships. Regardless, the principals in this study all spoke about their relationships with 
students—and were observed engaging with students—in ways that did not distinguish a brief 
interaction from a deeper, personal connection. Given this, the subjective nature of the term, and 
the researcher’s desire to merely gaze upon how principals and students could be together, the 
choice was made not to obsess over categorizing and labeling what was and was not a 





Additionally, as my focus was primarily on the relationships, I did not labor over DJ’s 
race, age, or gender. For example, the decision to have DJ be a male principal was made solely 
because three of the four principal participants were male. It is acknowledged that the aesthetic 
nature of this particular narrative study ignores many different angles and nuanced approaches to 
the principal-student relationship. One could look specifically at relationships that might evolve 
from disciplinary encounters, or how existing relationships might be influenced by a disciplinary 
encounter. One could study the PSR with respect to race or gender, or one could attempt to look 
at relationships between an individual PSR and specific student outcomes. Furthermore, while 
the school environment is significantly tied to school and student outcomes, this study did not 
focus on how DJ’s relationship modeling may or may not have influenced teachers, nor did the 
study attempt to analyze the overall school environment or student or school outcomes. 
Methodologically, the study was bounded by purposive and convenience sampling, 
yielding a small number of participants. Additionally, only one public middle school, one private 
middle school, one public high school, and one private high school, all less than 30 miles apart, 
were incorporated into this study. Therefore, the participants do not represent a regional or 
national sampling. While generalizable results were not a goal of this study, a larger sample size 
of principals and variety of school sites might yield more robust findings or interesting localized 
results. After all, as the literature described, how principals go about meeting their already varied 
objectives is also highly variable. So, it is reasonable to assume that if the PSR exists in many 
other schools, what it might look like—how it is achieved, what purposes it serves, etc.—could 
be different than what is presented in this study. That said, the principals from this study did 





engaged in similar activities. This ultimately resulted in the choice to create DJ as a “composite” 
character based on the four principals.  
With respect to data collection, one interview per participant along with one day-long 
observation of each principal were the sole sources of data. For example, the data about certain 
specific relationships was obtained through the interviews, and the relationships were not 
witnessed firsthand. Also, while interviews occurred with both the principal and former student 
for some of the specific relationships described, data concerning other specific relationships was 
limited to only the principal’s perception of that relationship. In other words, the student about 
which the principal may have been speaking might not have viewed the relationship the same 
way. Furthermore, which relationships principals chose to speak about was entirely up to each 
principal.  
Lastly, due to ethical considerations and the limits placed on this study by the 
university’s Institutional Review Board, interviews with students enrolled at the various school 
sites (at the time of the study) were not possible. As the study’s focus was on the principal-
student relationship, this limitation left an important perspective unexplored. Interviewing former 
students was the next best alternative, and while those interviews provided rich and helpful data, 
the focus was occasionally on school relationships that developed up to 10 years prior. In some 
cases, it was not possible for former students to recount specific details or precise moments of 
interactions with their former principals. In other cases, when the school relationship was more 
recent, former students were able to provide more details from specific encounters.  
Implications and Directions for Future Research 
The findings from this study suggest that the principal-student relationship may contain 





variety of concerns. However, many other considerations and questions arise, reminding us that 
the principal-student relationship is an understudied phenomenon requiring much more scholarly 
attention. 
Implications for Principals 
 As the literature reveals, the demands on principals are many. Principals must lead 
personnel and students. They need to be skilled at public relations and navigating bureaucracies 
and large organizations. They need to be leaders of instruction, they’re responsible for academic 
performance, and they must plan strategically. Principals make hundreds, if not thousands of 
decisions each day, and those decisions affect students either directly or indirectly. However, the 
research also indicates that the unique contexts in which each principal operates most often result 
in different approaches, practices, and priorities for each principal. So, attempting to generalize 
what should be focused on, and to what degree, in order to facilitate the PSR is difficult. What 
approaches and priorities that work in one school, or for one principal, may not work as well in a 
different school or for a different principal.  That being said, few, if any, would argue against the 
importance of principals prioritizing relationships. And if relationships with students might help 
a principal feel more connected to the life and operations of the school, and thus, make better, 
more informed decisions, principals might consider the PSR to be a key priority. 
 But prioritizing the PSR is not necessarily an easy task, given the numerous 
responsibilities that often pull principals further away from students. The findings from this 
study indicate that principals must work hard to “put themselves out there.” However, it’s more 
than just getting out of the office and being visible. Principals must force themselves to lay the 
groundwork for meaningful relationships to evolve. They need to interact with students, and they 





Principals need to show students that they are interested in and care about them. What this 
research has shown is that students will choose to receive that care. Not all students will; that is 
not realistic given the many different personalities and the sheer numbers of students for which 
principals are responsible. But those relationships that might evolve could potentially help 
principals better meet the needs of their students and school community.  
 Interestingly, the principals in this study did not indicate or imply that they received any 
formal training on how to build relationships. The principals seemed to instinctively build their 
practice around relationships. They used phrases like, “it’s just who I’ve always been,” and “I’m 
a people-person.” This raises questions not only about principal dispositions, but also about 
principal preparation.  
 Lastly is a consideration for principal well-being. While the notion that students “are the 
best part of the job” may not sound like a significant enough reason to prioritize relationships 
with students, and “working with and through the system” could free up principals to focus on 
the many other demands of the job, it might be worth considering the positive effects that 
prioritizing pleasurable aspects of the job might have on principal well-being. In a profession 
marked by high stress, questionable job satisfaction, and long hours, finding moments of relief 
and happiness through PSRs might improve overall principal well-being.  
Directions for Future Research 
As mentioned in the section above, the PSR could be explored from numerous angles and 
through many different lenses. Much of this study focused on principals’ (and some students’) 
own beliefs and perceptions regarding the nature of the principal-student relationship and its 
significance. The study did not seek to measure outcomes resulting from principal-student 





discussions with principals had positive effects on student performance. Few academic 
discussions were observed in this study, so future researchers may choose to explore more 
quantifiable results. 
Future researchers might also consider exploring the PSR with respect to race and gender 
of students and/or principals, or delve deeper into comparisons of the PSR between public, 
private, or charter schools. Others may consider looking into relationships within or between 
schools in urban, suburban, or rural districts, or even international PSRs. Some may want to 
focus on ways to ethically engage a principal’s current students in order to obtain more 
information about the principal-student relationships as the relationships may be evolving. 
Scholars concerned with principal preparation may contemplate the implications of incorporating 
PSR research into principal preparation programs, and others concerned with principal 
supervision may consider including aspects or dimensions of the PSR into the principal 
evaluation process. Lastly, as relational leadership theory appears to have yet been applied to 
educational contexts, school leadership scholars may want to consider ways to adapt this 
emerging theory into the educational leadership domain. 
Conclusions 
 The literature review in Chapter 2 shows how relationships are an important, impactful 
phenomenon in schools. They are crucial to a child’s growth and development, and they play a 
significant role in the establishment, maintenance, and improvement of the school environment 
(which also affects children’s growth and development). Additionally, the principal and his 
relationships also play a significant role in student and school outcomes. And while a great deal 
of scholarship has been devoted to the study of the various relationships in schools, very little 





to add to the limited body of research concerning the principal-student relationship in hopes that 
the results might lead to deeper understandings of the phenomenon, its significance, and reveal 
implications for scholars and practitioners.  
The literature often presents some distance between the principal and the student (see 
Chapter Two, Introduction). The principal’s responsibilities are wide in scope, complex, and 
extremely taxing on a principal’s time. Thus, when it comes to the relationship between 
principals and students, much of the literature tends to focus on mediating factors. In other 
words, the principal’s relationship to and effect on teachers and other staff members, programs 
and measures of achievement, or the school’s culture and climate, for example. In a sense, this 
study reveals the exact opposite: that there is very little distance between a principal and his 
students. 
 This appears to make sense, as the principalship in recent decades has begun to favor 
more relational approaches (Fullan, 2001, 2003; Price & Moolenaar, 2015), along with an 
increased concern for the principal’s effect on school culture and climate. Nonetheless, Louis et 
al. (2016) note that educational research still focuses much more on issues of academic press 
(raising rigor, increasing standards, teaching, testing, etc.) rather than creating supportive school 
communities. This particular study clearly focuses on the latter. 
While only one of hundreds—if not thousands—of days in DJ’s career, his story 
highlighted how the PSR was a critical component of the work of the principals in this study. 
Overall, the relationships served a significant purpose for these principals, satisfying both deep 
personal desires to connect with students as well their professional duties to meet the varying 
needs of those for whom they were ultimately responsible. Of course, significant barriers exist 





often-large numbers of students in many schools make the formation of meaningful relationships 
with many students practically impossible. Beyond that, and as the literature on relationships 
suggests, meaningful, caring relationships are two sided. Students must choose to receive the 
interest or care that principals attempt to provide. All of this significantly works against the 
building of meaningful PSRs.  
To combat this, principals in this study made considerable efforts to engage with their 
students. They sought opportunities to maximize their exposure to as many students as possible, 
and engaged with as many as they could, as often as they could. These engagements—or check-
ins—were often extremely brief, and typically casual; rarely relating to serious academic or 
behavioral concerns. Principal prioritized friendly interactions in order to build trust, respect, and 
a sense of connectedness. Principals, in large part, wanted students to feel known, valued, and 
cared-for. The students who chose to receive their principal’s efforts at connecting reported 
significant advantages as well; from general feelings of support and encouragement, to firm 
beliefs that a relationship altered a life trajectory for the better.  
When viewed in isolation, these short, casual interactions might not be viewed as 
significant or a productive use of a principal’s time, but when viewed holistically, the meaning 
and significance of these interactions in particular and the PSR in general should not be 
discounted. The findings of this study closely align with the research on related phenomena, like 
the TSR. Existing scholarship presented in Chapter Two underscores the strong significance of 
relationships in schools, along with the unique and subjective nature of the relationships and 
environmental contexts. That scholarship presents findings and conditions that influence healthy 
adult-student relationships in schools (see Table 2.3), and the results of the current study fall into 





components. The findings also reinforce the limited understandings of the PSR that currently 
exist in the literature. Namely, that school leadership has been shifting more towards relational 
models marked by engaging, caring principals whose pursuit of more egalitarian PSRs positively 
influence the school environment as a whole and individual students in particular, and improve 
the overall effectiveness of their work.  
Following the analysis of the data from this study, an initial conceptual framework for 
viewing the principal-student relationship was conceived (Tables 5.1 and 5.2). DJ’s story and the 
resulting conceptual framework adds to the small foundation of literature concerning the PSR 
and hopefully motivates scholars and practitioners to begin to explore this phenomenon and its 
effects much more deeply. As the purpose of this study was to begin to discover what this 
phenomenon might be about, it was limited in scope, and many questions remain. My lens was 
relational. Others may choose to explore the phenomenon through a leadership lens or with the 
purpose of discovering specific effects on student outcomes. Some may prefer to focus on race, 
gender, or different types of school environments, and others may look at the PSR and its 
implications for principal preparation.  
 The numerous implications and considerations that arise from this study expose a topic 
ripe for more scholarly interest. At the very least, the findings present a powerful, dynamic, and 
highly relevant phenomenon that is at the center of some principals’ practice, just as it was for 
me when I served as a middle school principal. It is my hope that in the years to come, the 
principal-student relationship will find its place in educational conversations, and will be 













Date/Time/Location of Interview___________________________________________________ 
 
Background 
• How long have you been in this position?  
• How long have you been at this school? 
• What did you do prior to this position? 
• What made you enter into the principalship? 
The Principalship 
• How would you describe your role? 
• What do you like most about your role? The least? 
• What are your most significant challenges? 
The School 
• How would you describe your school? 
o In terms of culture, climate, community? 
Relationships in General 
• Can you talk about relationships in your school? (Any kind – teacher-student, principal-
teacher, student-student). What do they look like to you? What purposes might they serve 
(to you, to the students, to the school)?  
• Can you describe how you interact/how you would like to interact with students?  
• Do your typical interactions with students tend to center on certain themes (academics, 
discipline, personal, small-talk, simple greetings, etc.)?  
• How often do you interact with individual students? What is the typical length of these 
interactions? 
• Are there students with whom you have deeper/more meaningful relationships? What 
makes those relationships different? What purposes do those relationships serve (to you, 
to the student, to the school)? 
• What works for/against the establishing of individual student relationships? 
One Relationship in Particular 
• Describe a relationship that you have had with a student in detail – this should be a 
relationship that sticks out to you in some way.  
• How did that relationship come to be?  
• What happened throughout the relationship? What were the significant turning 
points/breakthrough moments/touchstones/milestones of the relationship?  
• Is the relationship ongoing or did it end/change?  
• What was the significance/meaning of the relationship to you?  





• Do you think that the relationship had implications beyond what was experienced by you 
and the student? 
• What do you think makes this particular relationship unique or different from 
relationships with other students? Do you think that this type of relationship is possible 













Date/Time/Location of Interview___________________________________________________ 
 
Background 
• What grade are you in? 
• How long have you been at this school? 
• How would you describe your school? 
• What do you like about it? What do you not like about it? 
Relationship Questions/Prompts 
• Tell me about your relationship with the principal. 
• How often do you see him/her? How often do you interact with him/her?  
• What are those interactions like? Can you describe either a typical interaction, or any 
specific interactions/encounters? 
• Do you remember your first encounter/first time you met with him/her? 
• What were your first impressions of him/her?  
• How has that impression changed? Or has it? 
• Can you tell me about a time when you went to him/her for help? Or can you tell me a 
time when he/she helped you? 
• Have you had any challenging interactions with him/her? 
• Do you still have a relationship with him/her? 
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